*NIGERIA*

Olayinka Herbert Samuel Heelas Badmus Macaulay (1864-1946) Founder of Nigerian Nationalism
(Page 7)—290.126 Excerpt from A Narrative Of The Most Remarkable Particulars In The Life Of James
Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, An African Prince\fn{by James Albert aka Ukawsaw Gronniosaw (1705-1775)} Bornu
State, Nigeria (M) 14
*
(21)—281.177 Excerpt from A Narrative Of The Life And Adventures Of Venture, A Native Of Africa: But
Resident Above Sixty Years In The United States Of America, Related By Himself\fn{by Venture Smith aka
Broteer Furro (1729-1805)} Dukandarra, Borno State?, Nigeria (M) 3\fn{ The Documenting Venture Smith Project (An
organization dedicated to the documentation of the life of Venture Smith, formed in 2005 by Chandler Saint and David Richardson, with
the collaboration of the University of Connecticut) believes he was born near Lake Chad }

*
(23)—281.180 Bars Fight\fn{by Lucy Terry Prince (c.1740-1821)} “West Africa”, Nigeria? (F) 1\fn{The poem is about an
Indian attack (1746) on two white families of Deerfield, Massachusetts; the author was still a slave at the time. “Bars” is a colonial term for
meadow:H}

(24)—45.98 & 90.204 Excerpts from The Interesting Narrative Of The Life Of Olaudah Equiano Or Gustavus
Vassa, The African: 1. “The Slave Ship” 2. “The Petty Traders”\fn{by Olaudah Equiano (1745-1797)} Essaka, “an
Ibo village (not now known) in the Benin Province of present-day Nigeria”; elsewhere, “to a family of high social
standing in the Igbo agricultural sociey of Essaka, a village or town in what is known today as Igboland, Nigeria”
(M) 4
*
(28)—193.1 The Diary Of Antera Duke\fn{by Antera Duke aka Ntiero Duke (c.1750?- )} Duke Town, Eastern Region,
(now a part of Calabar, Cross River State), Nigeria (M) 20
(44)—179.173 1. Excerpt from The Admonition To The Brethren. 2. Excerpt from Nur al-Albab\fn{by Uthman
(or Usuman) Dan Fodio (c.1754-1817)} Maratta Village, Gobir Kingdom, Northern Region, Nigeria (M) 2
*
(46)—179.172 Excerpt from The Repository Of Texts\fn{by ‘Abdullah Dan Fodio (c.1766-1828)} Maratta Village,
Gobir Kingdom, Northern Region, Nigeria (M) 1
*
(47)—254.199 Excerpt from The Life, History, And Unparalleled Sufferings Of John Jea, The African
Preacher\fn{by John Jea (1773-after 1817)} nr. Calabar, Cross River State, Nigeria (M) 10
*
(57)—179.175 Excerpt from Infaq al Maysur\fn{by Muhammad Bello (1780-1837)} Sokoto, Northern Region, Nigeria
(M) 2
*
(58)—172.116 & 184.1 Narrative Of The Travels of Ali Eisami; An Account of Bornu Rulers\fn{by Ali Eisami
aka William Harding (1786/87-after 1852)} Magriari Tapsoua, Gazir Province, Empire of Bornu, Northern Region,
Nigeria (M) 18
1

(76)—168.176 Three Prose-poems And One Traditioinal Poem\fn{by Nana Asma’u D’an Fodiyo (1793-1863)} Degel,
northwest of Sokoto, Northern Region, Nigeria (F) 1
*
(79)—176.53 The Qualities of Shehu: A Prose-Poem\fn{by Sheu ‘dan Fodio (fl. late 18th-early 19th century)} Northern
Region, Nigeria (M) 2
*
(80)—179.177 A Letter To Muhammad Bello\fn{Muhammad al-Amin ibn al-Kanami ( -1835)} Kanem, Northern
Region, Nigeria (M) 1
1819
(82)—179.178 Three excerpts from History Of Sokoto\fn{by Haiji Sa’id (c.1800-after 1849)} Sokoto?, Northern
Region, Nigeria (M) 1
(83)—172.124 The Narrative of Joseph Wright\fn{by Joseph Wright (c.1809-c.1858)} Oba?, Yorubaland, Nigeria (M)
5
(87)—173.90 Travels In Africa And Non-African Parts Of The World\fn{by Mohammed Ali ben-Said aka Nicholas
Said (c.1831-after 1867)} Kouka, Bornu, Bornu State, Nigeria (M) 6\fn{Elsewhere he is said to have been born in a place called
Kouka, in Bornou, in 1836, and died in 1882. This information occurs in a book-length narrative entitled “The Autobiography of Nicholas
Said, printed by Shotwell & Co., Publishers, in Memphis in 1873. Of this work, the scholar Allan D. Austin in his article on the subject
(Contributions In Black Studies, vol. 12, art. 15, 1994) seems completely ignorant, saying “That Mohammed ali ben Said wasnot prevailed
upon to produce a full-length book is a serious loss to mid-19th century comparative history.” So we have here to do either with the version
reproduced here, which Austin regards as the only extant version, deploring its brevity with the phrase: “what we have must do”; or
Mohammed Ali ben-Said was persuaded to change his mind. This version is on the Internet under “Summary of The Autobiography of
Nicholas Said, A Native …”:H}
(94)—172.119 The Narrative Of Samuel Ajayi Crowther\fn{by Samuel Ajayi Crowther (1809-1891)} Osogun,

Ibarapa District, Oyo State, Nigeria (M) 5
*
(99)—173.90 Travels In Africa And Non-African Parts Of The World\fn{by Mohammed Ali ben-Said (c.1831-after
1867)} Notheastern Nigeria (M) 6
(106)—256.19 Excerpt from West African Travels And Adventures: Two Autobiographical Narratives From
Northern Nigeria: “The Life And Travels Of Dorugu”\fn{by James Henry Dorugu (c.1839-1912)} Dambanas, nr.
Daura, Katsina State, Nigeria (M) 10
*
(115)—290.124 1. Letter to Mrs. Schoen (November 13 [1856?]) 2. Letter to Mrs. Schoen (October 3, 1860) 3.
Letter to Mrs. Schoen (November 22, 1860) 4. Letter to Mrs. Schoen (March 16, 1861) 5. Letter to Mrs.
Schoen (undated, but written in the Spring of 1861) 6. To Queen Victoria (April 12 [1861]) 7. Letter to Mrs.
Schoen (December 13, 1867) 8. Excerpt from a Letter to Mrs. Schoen (April 22, 1868) 9. Letter to Mrs.
Schoen (April 7, 1880)\fn{by Sarah Forbes Bonetta (1843-1880)} Okeadan Village, Ogun State, Nigeria (F) 3\fn{What
follows is the text of the letters, less their greetings and closings, which are treated here as extraneous parts of a literary form, no proper
substance for computer analysis:H}

(118)—268.192 Excerpt from The History Of The Yorubas: From The Earliest Times To The Beginning Of
The British Protectorate\fn{by Samuel Johnson (1846-1901)} Freetown, Sierra Leone (M) 6\fn{He was, however, the son
of a recaptive resident of the Kingdom of Oyo, and in 1857 he moved with his family to Ibadan, Nigeria, where he attained his majority.
There are two similar cases in Liberia, involving Americans who were taken in 1851 at the ages of 16 and 19, respectively, by members of
their families from Maryland and Virginia the United States to Virginia and Monrovia, Liberia, where they also grew to manhood. I have
exempted them from the strictness of the birth rule. Samuel Johnson’s history took him twenty years to write, and the result has been
favorably compared in breadth and scope to Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Benjamin Anderson, one of the eventual
Liberians from my country, was one of the first explorers to enter the Western Mandingo country; his discoveries essentially laid the
foundation for Liberian commerce in this region; and he was besides three times Secretary of the Treasury, Secretary of the Interior, and a
military officer, official surveyor, diplomat, cartographer and professor of mathematics—taken together, tremendous accomplishments
which arguably could not have been successfully attempted either in his state of origin or probably in the country of his birth until well into
my own lifetime:H}

*
(124)—290.160 1. Life Of Priest Umaru (Imam Umaru) Of Kano 2. Kano\fn{by Alhaji Umaru (1858-1934)} Kano,
Kano State, Nigeria (M) 7
*

(131)—284.55 The West African Problem\fn{by Mojola Agbebi aka David Brown Vincent (1860-1917)} Yorubaland,
Western Region, Nigeria (M) 4
2

(135)—290.174 The Story Of Our People I\fn{by Ogene Nwabuisi Ogbe (c.1860-after 1975)} Onicha-Ukwu, Delta
State, Nigeria (M) 1
(136)—168.133 Two Letters By S. F. Bonita’s Daughter\fn{by Victoria Davies (1863- )} Lagos, Lagos State,
Nigeria (F) 2
(137)—179.182 A Letter\fn{by Aliyu, Sarkin of Kano (1864-1926)} “at the royal palace of Kano”, Kano State, Nigeria
(M) -1
182.153 & 290.141 1. Excerpt from The Diary Of Hamman Yaji: “Beginning, in 1912-1917” 2. Excerpt from
The Diary Of Hamman Yaji: “1924, the first completely translated year”\fn{by Hamman Yaji (1867-1929)} Madagali District, Adamawa State, Nigeria (M) 25\fn{ The translator and original editor of this diary, Capt. Leslie Northcott Reed MC
(he won the Military Cross during World War I) states in his Introduction (1927) that “it did not appear necessary to record all these entries
in full, but at the same time it did appear desirable that some portion of the diary should be translated in detail, in order that a better idea
might be given of the scope of the diary as a whole.” I have chosen to reproduce the first few years, because they cover the last stages of
the German administration of this area of what was eventually to become part of Nigeria; and the year 1924, Reed noting that “the period
January 1, 1924 onwards has been selected for translation in full.” Anthony H. M. Kirk-Greene, in his “History of the Diary” (p. 45) notes
further that “the present location of the original Arabic diary is unknown”, precluding a restoration of the missing portions; and that “the
text used in this book has been reproduced” from a single surviving typescript copy “retained in the Provincial Office, Yola,” which after
Independence was transferred to the Nigerian National Archives:H }
(162)—290.6 The Oldest Inhabitant\fn{by an unnamed Nigerian female informant (c.1868-after c.1968)} “in a village

called Use Offot in Uyo Division the Old Calabar Province,” Nigeria (F) 2
*

(163)—168.137 The Testimony of Nwanyeruwa\fn{by Nwanyeruwa (c.1870- )} Igboland, Eastern Nigeria (F) 2
(165)—279.161 The Song Mallam Abubakar Sang For Lamido Lauwal The Year That Bagale Was
Taken\fn{by Mallam Abubakar (before 1872- )} Adamawa Emirate, Nigeria (M) -1
(166)—290.122 Quotations\fn{by Chief Onyeama Onwusi (1874-1933)} Eke, Udi District, Enugu State, Nigeria (M)
1\fn{To these statements are subjoined the number of the page in the biography of this man by Dillibe Onyeama (for which see in the Bibliography) on which they are made, together with clarifying statements concerning them:H |
(167)—256.29 Excerpt from West African Travels And Adventures: Two Autobiographical Narratives From
Northern Nigeria: The Story Of Maimaina Of Jega, Chief Of Askira, As Told By Himself\fn{by Maimaina of Jega
(1874-after 1964)} Jega, Kebbi State, Nigeria (M) 14
(180)—290.175 The Story Of Our People II\fn{by Iyese Nwabaha (c.1875-after 1975)} Onicha-Olona, Delta State,
Nigeria (M) 2
(182)—290.176 The Story Of Our People III\fn{by Chief Uzoka (c.1875-1975)} Ishekpe Village, Delta Province,
Nigeria (M) 2½
(185)—45.107 Excerpts from Baba Of Karo: 1. “Why Don’t You Marry My Husband?” 2. “Girls’ Trading
Expeditions” 3. “Bond-Friends and Marriage” 4. “A Girl’s Friends”\fn{by Baba of Karo (1877-1957)} Kingdom
of Kano, Northern Region, Nigeria (F) 3
(188)—290.1 The Midwife’s Tale\fn{by an unnamed Nigerian female informant (c.1877-after c.1968)} “in a little rural
village in Ifa Ikot Okpon Etoi Clan, Uyo Province,” Nigeria (F) 2
*

(189)—291.32 Excerpt from Omenuko\fn{by Pita Nwana aka Nwoso Nwana (c.1881-1968)} Arondizuogu, Imo State;
Nigeria (M) 10
(206)—291.122 1. Excerpt from A Defence of the Ethiopian Movement: “The African Native: His Duties To
Himself And To His Country”\fn{by Prince Bandele Omoniyi (1884-1913)} Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria (M) 3
(213)—290.179 The Origin Of Our People IV\fn{by Obi Nma Monye (c.1884-after 1979)} Asasba, Delta State, Nigeria (M) 2
(215)—120.95 The Child At The Back 2. The Orphans 3. The Hungry Man 4. The Story Of The People With
Many Heads: Four Folktales\fn{by Ingila Kokde (1887-1984)} Kaltungo, Gombe State, Nigeria (M) 6
(220)—268.188 Two Letters\fn{by Segilola (188_- )} Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria (F) 2
(223)—290.2 A Fortunate Woman\fn{by an unnamed Nigerian female informant (c.1888-after c.1968)} “in a little village
in Ifa Atoi in Uyo Division of Eastern Nigeria, which is about six miles from the Uyo-Oron road,” Nigeria (F) 3
(226)—71.20 A Yoruba Credit System\fn{by Aderemi I aka H. H. Sir Adesoji Tadienawo (1889-after 1962)} Ife, Osun State,
Nigeria (M) -1
(228)—290.181 The Origin Of Our People V\fn{by Obi Emenem II (c.1889-after 1975)} Onicha-Ugo Village, Delta
State, Nigeria (M) 1½
(230)—290.183 The Origin Of Our People VI\fn{by Apuamaga (c.1889-after 1975)} Illa Village, Delta State, Nigeria
(F) -½
(230)—290.183a The Origin Of Our People VII\fn{by Obi Odita (c.1889-after 1975)} Igbuzo-Ozo Village, Delta
3

State, Nigeria (M) 2
*
(232)—176.57 Excerpt from Comfort: A Prose-Poem\fn{by Aliyu Na Mangi (1895- )} Northern Region, Nigeria
(M) 3
(234)—45.106 & 179.82 Excerpts from Akiga’s Story\fn{by Akiga or Akighira, son of Sai (1898- )} Tiveland, Eastern
Region, Nigeria (M) 2
(237)—168.140 The Champion of Twins\fn{by Elizabeth Mgbeke Ezumah (1899-2004)} Igboland, Eastern Region,
Nigeria (F) 1
*
(238)—176.55 A Panegyric To The Prophet Muhammad: A Prose-Poem\fn{by Isa dan Shaihu (fl. mid-late 19th
century)} Northern Region, Nigeria (M) -1
*
(239)—179.179 Two excerpts from A Chronicle Of Abuja\fn{by Mallams Hassan aka Shuaibu (second half of the 19th
century- )} Abuja, Federal Capital Territory, Nigeria (M) 1
(240)—176.56 Our Visit To Kano: A Prose-Poem\fn{by Aliyu ’dan Sidi (latter 19th century- )} Northern Region,
Nigeria (M) 1
*
(241)—285.35 The Return Of The Soldier\fn{by Francis Obika (late 19th century?)} Ogidi, Anambra State, Nigeria
(M) 1
(242)—176.55 The Song of Sa’idu: A Prose-Poem\fn{by Sa’idu ‘dan Bello (late 19th century- )} Northern Region,
Nigeria (M) 1
*
(243)—179.181 A Letter\fn{by Zubeiru (also Zubairu), Lamido of Adamawa ( -1903)} Adamawa Emirate, Nigeria (M)
-1
(244)—179.182 A Letter\fn{by Muhammadu Maraafa (before 1903- )} Sokoto, Sokoto Caliphate, Nigeria (M) -1
*
(244)—281.225 1. The story of the slave by name 'The World' 2. How brothers and sisters first came to quarrel
and hate each other 3. The story of the boy and the old woman, and how the wasp got his small wais 4. The story
about a beautiful maiden, and how the hartebeest got the marks under its eyes like teardrops 5. How the whip and
the 'maara' spoon (a broken bit of calabash) came to the haunts of men 6. A story about a chief, and how his sons
observed his funeral, and the origin of the spider 7. A story about an orphan, showing that 'he who sows evil, it
comes forth in his own garden' 8. A story about a witch, and how the baby of the family outwitted her, and
invented the first walled town 9. The doctor who went a pilgrimage to Mecca on a hyena 10. A story about a chief
and his cook 11. A story about three youths all skilled in certain things, and how they used that skill to circumvent
a difficulty 12. A story about a giant, and the cause of thunder 13. A story about an orphan which was the origin of
the saying 'The orphan with a coat of skin is hated, but when it is a metal one he is honoured 14. A story of a
jealous man and what befell him 15. A story of a great friendship and how it was put to the test 16. A story about a
test of skill 17. A story about Miss Salt, Miss Pepper, &c. 18. The story of Muusa (Moses) and how it came about
that brothers and sisters do not marry each other 19. A story about a hunter and his son 20. A story about a maiden
and the pumpkin 21. The Gaawoo-tree and the maiden, and the first person who ever went mad: Twenty-one
Folktales\fn{by Maalam Shaihu (before 1911- )} Kano?, Kano Emirate?, Northern Nigeria (M) 23
(266)—115.70 1. The Elephant And The Rooster (MCXII) 2. The Election Of The King Of Animal (MCXII) 3.
The Man And The Rabbit (MCXII) 4. The Gorilla And The Mother (MCXII) 5. The man And His Pigs 6. The
Bear And The Fox 7. The Two Roosters 8. The Fox And The Bird 9. The Man And The Ghosts 10. The Ass And
The Driver 11. The Rabbit And The Fox 12. The Fly And The Ant 13. The Devil And His Friend 14. The Twin 15.
The Famine And The Spider 16. A King And His Daughter: Sixteen Folktales\fn{by Lattevi Ajayi (before 1912- )}
Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria (M) 5
(272)—105.85 The Python’s Shining Stone: A Folktale\fn{told by Okun Asere, an Ekoi native (before 1912- )}
Mfamosing, nr. Calibar, Cross River State, Nigeria (M) 2
(274)—281.128 The Cunning Hare: A Folktale\fn{by Abassi, an Ikom native (before 1913- )} Cross River State?,
Eastern Region, Nigeria (M) 2
1920

4

(276)—168.152 Two Excerpts From Her Autobiography\fn{by Olufunmilayo Ransome-Kuti (1900-1978)} Abeokuta,
Ogun State, Nigeria (F) 3
(279)—45.1 Excerpt from Igbo Olodumare: “The Forest Of The Lord”\fn{by Daniel Olorunfẹmi Fagunwa aka D. O.
Fagunwa (1903-1963)} Oke-Igbo, Ondo State, Nigeria (M) 6
(285)—46.254 Excerpt from The Life Of The Emir Of Katsina, Alhaji Muhammadu Dikko, C.B.E. (1865-1944):
The Death Of Alhaji Muhammadu Dikko\fn{by Malam Muhammadu Bello Kagara (c.1905?-after 1964)} Kagara, Niger
State, Nigeria (M) 2
(286)—285.36 Excerpt from The Autobiography Of Chief Jeremiah Obafemi Awolowo (by Jeremiah Obafemi
Awolowo (1909-1897)} Ikenne, Ogun State, Nigeria (M) 3
*
(289)—57.92 Excerpt from Shaihu Umar: “Exile”\fn{by Alhaji Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa (1912-1966)} Bauchi,
Bauchi State, Nigeria (M) 3
(292)—57.99 Excerpt from Kinsman And Foreman: “The Invitation”\fn{by Timothy Mofolorunso Aluko (1918-2010)}
Ilesha, Oshun State, Nigeria (M) 3
(295)—120.100 The Girl Named Black Beniseed: A Folktale\fn{by Kune Aya (1919- )} Kaltungo, Gombe State,
Nigeria (F) 1
(297)—120.102 The Marriage Of The Chief’s Daughter: A Folktale\fn{by Bimo Umaru aka Bimo Aya (c.1919- )}
Kaltungo, Gombe State, northeastern Nigeria (F) 1
*
(297)—76.192 Excerpt from The Treacherous Queen And The King In The Bush Of Quietness: My Second
Journey\fn {by Amos Tutuola (1920-1997)} Abeokerta, Ogun State, Nigeria (M) 6
(303)—76.198 Okolo or The Voice\fn{by Gabriel Jmomo Okara (1921- )} Bumoundi, Bayelsa State, Nigeria (M) 4
(307)—25.1 Rikku And The Cattle Thieves\fn{by Cyprian Odiatu Duaka Ekwensi (1921- )} Minna, Niger State,
Nigeria (M) 4
(310)—168.141 Nothing So Sweet\fn{by Phebean Ajibola Ogundipe (1927- )} Esa Oke, Oshun State, Nigeria (F) 8
(317)—287.77 Excerpt from A Nigerian Villager In Two Worlds\fn{by Dilinyelum Okafor-Omali (1927- )} Port
Harcourt, Rivers State, Nigeria (M) 9
(326)—56.21 Excerpt from Blade Among The Boys: “Death Of A Game”\fn{by Onuora Nzekwu (1928- )}
Kafanchan, Kaduna State, Nigeria (M) 3
*
(328)—76.202 Civil Peace\fn{by Albert Chinualumogu Achebe aka Chinua Achebe (1930- )} Oguidi, Anambra State,
Nigeria (M) 2
(330)—254.1 Excerpts from The Surrender And Other Stories: 1. Ahimie’s Wives 2. Man Of The House 3. The
Vitamins 4. The One Who Came Back 5. By The Silent Stream 6. The Mat 7. Terror Of The Curse\fn{by
Mabel Segun (1930- )} Ondo City, Ondo State, Nigeria (M) 13
(342)—45.124 Excerpt from Toads For Supper: “Too Many Brides”\fn{by Ike aka Vincent Chukwuemeka (1931- )}
Ndikelionwu, Anambra State, Nigeria (M) 2
(344)—76.204 This Is Lagos\fn{by Flora Nwapa (1931-1993)} Oguta, Imo State, Nigeria (F) 5
(348)—46.35 Excerpt from Many Thing Begin For Change\fn{by Adaora Lily Ulasi (1932- )} Aba, Abia State,
Nigeria (F) 5
(354)—45.21 Excerpt from The Concubine\fn{by Elechi Emmanuel Amadi (1934- )} Aluu, Rivers State, Nigeria (M)
4
(358)—120.101 The Hare And The Chief: A Folktale\fn{by Lingi Garba (1935- )} Kaltungo, Gombe State, Nigeria
(F) 1
(359)—124.109 The Transfer\fn{by Obafemi Awolowo (1937- )} Ikenne, Ogun State, Nigeria (F) 3
(362)—296.162 Excerpt from Yomi’s Adventures\fn{by Audrey Ajose (c.1937- )} Lagos?, Ibadan?, Nigeria (F) 8½
(370)—57.122 Four Dimensions\fn{by Ifeanyichukwu Nduibisi Aniebo (1939- )} Port Harcourt, Rivers State, Nigeria
(M) 5
(375)—76.223 Elder Zechariah\fn{by Ernest Nneji Emenyonu (1939- )} Owerri, Imo State, Nigeria (M) 5
*
(379)—118.135 The Hunter And The Deer 2. The Hunter And The Witch 3. The Hunter Who Was King 4. The
Wolf-Prince 5. Why The Sky Is So Far Away 6. Why The Bat Comes Out Only At Night 7. The Hand And The
Fingers 8. Why The Tortoise’s Shell Is Cracked And Crooked 9. Why The Fox Chases The Cock 10. Why Apes
Look Like People 11. Why Twins Are Valued In Serki 12. The Tortoise And The Gourd Of Wisdom 13. The Test
14. The Man, The Dove, And The Hawk 15. The Bellicose Chicken 16. The Lion And The Goat 17. The Lion, The
Tortoise, And The Boar 18. The Wasp And The Bee 19. Three Friends And A Trasure 20. The Tortoise And The
5

Hare 21. The Tortoise And The Boar 22. The Singing Crow 23. The Country Mouse And The City Mouse 24.
Envy Can Kill 25. Just Say “Ree” 26. The Three Tasks 27. The Tortoise And The Tug Of War 28. The Body In
The Coffin 29. The Right Recompense 30. The Lovers 31. Three Wives And A Porridge 32. The Man And The
Fertility Porridge 33. The Tortoise And The Forbidden Porridge: Thirty-three Folktales\fn{by Olawale Idewu
(c.1940- )} Abeokuta, Ogun State, Nigeria (M) 19
(398)—57.127 & 213.77 1. Africa Kills Her Sun 2. The Empire Builders\fn{by Kenule Beeson Saro-Wiwa (19411995)} Bori, Rivers State, Nigeria (M) 11
(410)—2.72 To Lagos With Hope\fn{by Arthur Agwuncha Nwankwo (1942- )} Ajali, Anambra State, Nigeria (M) 7
(417)—256.54 Excerpt from Yoruba Dancing Girl\fn{by Simi Bedford (1942- )} Lagos?, Lagos State, Nigeria (F)
12
(428)—2.53 The Malaise Of Youth\fn{by Samuel Udochukwu Ifejika (1942- )} Eastern Region, Nigeria (M) 11
(439)—76.212 A Man Needs Many Wives\fn{by Buchi Emecheta aka Florence Onye (1944- )} Yaba, Lagos State,
Nigeria (F) 6
(445)—2.44 The End Of The Road\fn{by Victor Nwankwo (1945-2002)} Enugu?, Enugu State, Nigeria (M) 9
(453)—120.71 The Beautiful Girl Who Would Not Marry Anyone With A Scar 2. The Girls Who Guard The
Cotton Farm 3. A Girl And Her Parents: Three Folktales\fn{by Hajiya Saude (1945- )} Babura?, Jigawa State,
Nigeria (F) 10
(464)—46.63 Excerpts from Afrikan Matriarchal Foundations\fn{by Ifi Amadiume (1947- )} Kaduna, Kaduna
State, Nigeria (F) 2
(466)—57.132 The One-Handed Hero\fn{by Funso Aiyejina (1949- )} Ososo, Edo State, Nigeria (M) 6
*
(472)—58.29 Excerpt from Balaraba Ramat Yakubu\fn{by Alhaki Kwikwiyo (c.1950?- )} Kano, Kano State, Nigeria
(M) 6
(478)—76.230 Saltless Ash\fn{by Zaynab Alkali (1950- )} Tura-Wazila, Borono State, Nigeria (F) 4
(481)—76.234 Mother Was A Great Man\fn{by Catherine Obianuju Acholonu (1951- )} Orlu, Imo State, Nigeria (F)
3
(485)—256.66 Excerpt from In Papua New Guinea\fn{by Christina Dodwell (1951- )} Oyo State, Nigeria (F) 10
151.131 Kaa Aisa\fn{by Binta Mustapha (1952-1989)} Maiduguri, Borono State, Nigeria (F) 1
(495)—254.209 Excerpt from A Mouth Sweeter Than Salt: An African Memoir\fn{by Toyin Falola (1953- )}
Ibadan, Oyo State, Nigeria (M) 9
(504)—76.237 The Housegirl\fn{by Okey Chigbo (1955- )} Enugu, Enugu State, Nigeria (M) 6
(510)—295.168 Excerpt from Beyond The Masks: Race, Gender And Subjectivity: “Charting Post-Colonial
Subjectivities”\fn{by Amina Mama (1958- )} Kaduna, Kaduna State, Nigeria (F)
(515)—76.243 Converging City\fn{by Ben Okri (1959- )} Minna, Niger State, Nigeria (M) 6
*
(520)—120.81 The Daughter Of A Snake: A Folktale\fn{by Kubura Magaii (c.1960?- )} Babura?, Jigawa State,
Nigeria (F) 1
(521)—151.115 The Second Visit\fn{by Regina Tom Nkere-Uwem (1964- )} Maiduguri, Borono State, Nigeria (F) 4
(524)—254.43 Excerpt from Everything Good Will Come: A Novel\fn{by Sefi Atta (1964- )} Lagos, Lagos State,
Nigeria (F) 15
(538)—253.182 Excerpt from Masters Of The Board\fn{by Christopher Abani (1966- )} Afikopo, Benue State,
Nigeria (M) 10
(548)—198.161 Love Poems\fn{by Helon Habila (1967- )} Kaltungo, Gombe State, Nigeria (M) 9
(557)—213.30 Excerpt from In The Shadow Of A Saint: A Son’s Journey To Understand His Father’s
Legacy\fn{by Ken Wiwa (1968- )} Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria (M) 16
*
(573)—254.189 Excerpt from Say You’re One Of Them\fn{by Uwem Akpan (1971- )} Ikot Akpan Eda Village,
Akwa Ibom State, Nigeria (M) 10
(583)—151.137 The End Of Grief\fn{by Aisha Umar (1972- )} Kuta, nr. Iwo, Osun State, Nigeria (F) 3
(586)—254.58 Excerpt from On Black Sisters Street: A Novel\fn{by Chika Unigwe (1974- )} Enugu, Enugu State,
Nigeria (F) 10
(597)—295.152 Excerpt from The Secret Lves Of Baba Segi’s Wives\fn{by Lola Shoneyin (1974- )} Ibadan, Oyo
State, Nigeria (F) 14
(612)—298.9 Excerpt from I Do Not Come To You By Chance\fn{by Adaobi Tricia Obinne Nwaubani (1976- )}
Enugu, Enugu State, Nigeria (F) (10)
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(623)—254.170 Excerpt from Purple Hibiscus\fn{by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (1977- )} Enugu, Enugu State,
Nigeria (F) 9
*
(633)—120.83 The Tortoise And The Goat 2. The Woman Who Boasted Of Her Children 3. The Maltreatted Child
And Her Mother 4. The Boy Who Lavished His Father’s Wealth 5. The Two Sons Who Wanted To Succeed Their
Father 6. Onara And Uze 7. The King And His Wives 8. The Goat And The Rabbit 9. About A Goat And A Boy:
Nine Folktales\fn{by Mrs. Justina Odo (before 1982- )} Nsukka, Enugu State, Nigeria (F) 6
(639)—120.89 Famine In The Land Of Animals 2. A Husband, His Two Wives, And Their Children 3. Utete And
Omaraute 4. The Father Who Ill-Advised His Daughter 5. The Cripple And His Parents: Five Folktales\fn{by Mrs.
Beatrice Ozikio (before 1982- )} Nsukka, Enugu State, Nigeria (F) 4
(642)—120.93 Amasa And Husband 2. Nkiruka And Her Husband: Two Folktales\fn{by Mrs. Regina Umeasiegbu
(before 1982)} Uke, Nasarawa State, Nigeria (F) 1
(644)—254.179 Excerpt from Eyo\fn{by Abidemi Sanusi (c.1980- )} Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria (F) 10
(654)—298.102 Excerpt from Eyes Of A Goddess\fn{by Ukamaka Olisakwe (1982- )} Kano State, Nigeria. (F) (10)
†
290.126 Excerpt from A Narrative Of The Most Remarkable Particulars In The Life Of James Albert
Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, An African Prince\fn{by James Albert aka Ukawsaw Gronniosaw (1705-1775)} Bornu State,
Nigeria (M) 14
1\fn{I have adapted Grouniosaw’s narrative to twenty-first century requirements, though without changing any of the words (save to
introduce a few modern spellings); or their order; or adding or subtracting or rearranging anything from the narrative. My editings consist
of introducting chapter divisions and internal sub-divisions; and replacing his tendency to emphasize certain words by entirely capitalizing
them with our normal lower-case spelling in which only the first letter of the emphasized word is capitalized. I have also standardized the
numbering system of the several citations of Scripture quoted in this memoir, and supplied in notes some few that were absent:H }
I was born in the city Bornu; my mother was the eldest daughter of the reigning King there, of which Bornu is
the chief city. I was the youngest of six children, and particularly loved by my mother, and my grandfather almost
doated on me.
I had, from my infancy, a curious turn of mind; was more grave and reserved in my disposition than either of
my brothers and sisters. I often teased them with questions they could not answer: for which reason they disliked
me, as they supposed that I was either foolish, or insane. ’Twas certain that I was, at times, very unhappy in
myself: it being strongly impressed on my mind that there was some Great Man of power which resided above the
sun, moon and stars, the objects of our worship.
My dear indulgent mother would bear more with me than any of my friends beside. I often raised my hand to
heaven, and asked her who lived there? was much dissatisfied when she told me the sun, moon and stars, being
persuaded, in my own mind, that there must be some Superior Power.
I was frequently lost in wonder at the works of the Creation: was afraid and uneasy and restless, but could not
tell for what. I wanted to be informed of things that no person could tell me; and was always dissatisfied.
These wonderful impressions begun in my childhood, and followed me continually till I left my parents, which
affords me matter of admiration and thankfulness.
To this moment I grew more and more uneasy every day, in so much that one Saturday, (which is the day on
which we keep our Sabbath) I laboured under anxieties and fears that cannot be expressed; and, what is more
extraordinary, I could not give a reason for it.
*
I rose, as our custom is, about three o’clock (as we are obliged to be at our place of worship an hour before the
sun rise). We say nothing in our worship, but continue on our knees with our hands held up, observing a strict
silence till the sun is at a certain height, which I suppose to be about 10 or 11 o’clock in England: when, at a
certain sign made by the priest, we get up (our duty being over) and disperse to our different houses.
Our place of meeting is under a large palm tree; we divide ourselves into many congregations; as it is
impossible for the same tree to cover the inhabitants of the whole City, though they are extremely large, high and
majestic; the beauty and usefulness of them are not to be described; they supply the inhabitants of the country
with meat, drink and clothes.
The body of the palm tree is very large; at a certain season of the year they tap it, and bring vessels to receive
the vine, of which they draw great quantities, the quality of which is very delicious: the leaves of this tree are of a
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silky nature; they are large and soft; when they are dried and pulled to pieces it has much the same appearance as
the English flax, and the inhabitants of Bornu manufacture it for cloathing &c.
This tree likewise produces a plant or substance which has the appearance of a cabbage, and very like it, in
taste almost the same: it grows between the branches. Also the palm tree produces a nut, something like a cocoa,
which contains a kernel, in which is a large quantity of milk, very pleasant to the taste: the shell is of a hard
substance, and of a very beautiful appearance, and serves for basins, bowls, &c.
It is a generally received opinion, in England, that the natives of Aflica go entirely unclothed; but this
supposition is very unjust: they have a kind of dress so as to appear decent, though it is very slight and thin.
*
I hope this digression will be forgiven.
I was going to observe that after the duty of our Sabbath was over (on the day in which I was more distressed
and afflicted than ever) we were all on our way home as usual, when a remarkable black cloud arose and covered
the sun; then followed very heavy rain and thunder more dreadful than ever I had heard: the heavens roared, and
the earth trembled at it: I was highly affected and cast down; in so much that I wept sadly, and could not follow
my relations and friends home.
I was obliged to stop and felt as if my legs were tied, they seemed to shake under me: so I stood still, being in
great fear of the Man of Power that I was persuaded in myself, lived above.
One of my young companions (who entertained a particular friendship for me and I for him) came back to see
for me: he asked me why I stood still in such very hard rain? I only said to him that my legs were weak, and I
could not come faster: he was much affected to see me cry, and took me by the hand, and said he would lead me
home, which he did.
My mother was greatly alarmed at my tarrying out in such terrible weather; she asked me many questions,
such as what I did so for, and if I was well?
My dear mother says I, pray tell me who is the great Man of Power that makes the thunder? She said, there was
no power but the sun, moon and stars; that they made all our country.
I then enquired how all our people came? She answered me, from one another; and so carried me to many
generations back.
Then says I, who made the First Man? and who made the first Cow, and the first Lion, and where does the fly
come from, as no one can make him?
My mother seemed in great trouble; she was apprehensive that my senses were impaired, or that I was foolish.
My father came in, and seeing her in grief asked the cause, but when she related our conversation to him, he was
exceedingly angry with me, and told me he would punish me severely if ever I was so troublesome again; so that I
resolved never to say any thing more to him.
*
But I grew very unhappy in myself; my relations and acquaintance endeavoured by all the means they could
think on, to divert me, by taking me to ride upon goats (which is much the custom of our country) and to shoot
with a bow and arrow; but I experienced no satisfaction at all in any of these things; nor could I be easy by any
means whatever: my parents were very unhappy to see me so dejected and melancholy.
About this time there came a merchant from the Gold Coast (the third city in Guinea). He traded with the
inhabitants of our country in ivory &c; he took great notice of my unhappy situation, and enquired into the cause;
he expressed vast concern for me, and said, if my parents would part with me for a little while, and let him take
me home with him, it would be of more service to me than anything they could do for me.
He told me that if I would go with him I should see houses with wings to them walk upon the water, and
should also see the white folks; and that he had many sons of my age, which should be my companions; and he
added to all this that he would bring me safe back again soon.
I was highly pleased with the account of this strange place, and was very desirous of going. I seemed sensible
of a secret impulse upon my mind which I could not resist that seemed to tell me I must go.
When my dear mother saw that I was willing to leave them, she spoke to my father and grandfather and the
rest of my relations, who all agreed that I should accompany the merchant to the Gold Coast. I was the more
willing as my brothers and sisters despised me, and looked on me with contempt on the account of my unhappy
disposition; and even my servants slighted me, and disregarded all I said to them.
I had one sister who was always exceeding fond of me, and I loved her entirely; her name was Logwy, she was
quite white, and fair, with fine light hair though my father and mother were black. I was truly concerned to leave
my beloved sister, and she cried most sadly to part with me, wringing her hands, and discovered every sign of
grief that can be imagined.
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Indeed if I could have known when I left my friends and country that I should never return to them again my
misery on that occasion would have been inexpressible. All my relations were sorry to part with me.
2
My dear mother came with me upon a camel more than three hundred miles, the first of our journey lay chiefly
through woods: at night we secured ourselves from the wild beasts by making fires all around us; we and our
camels kept within the circle, or we must have been torn to pieces by the lions, and other wild creatures, that
roared terribly as soon as night came on, and continued to do so ’till morning.
There can be little said in favour of the country through which we passed; only a valley of marble that we
came through which is unspeakably beautiful. On each side of this valley are exceedingly high and almost inac cessible mountains. Some of these pieces of marble are of prodigious length and breadth but of different sizes and
colour, and shaped in a variety of forms, in a wonderful manner. It is most of it veined with gold mixed with strik ing and beautiful colours; so that when the sun darts upon it, it is as pleasing a sight as can be imagined.
The merchant that brought me from Bornu, was in partnership with another gentleman who accompanied us;
he was very unwilling that he should take me from home, as, he said, he foresaw many difficulties that would at tend my going with them. He endeavoured to prevail on the merchant to throw me into a very deep pit that was in
the valley, but he refused to listen to him, and said he was resolved to take care of me: but the other was greatly
dissatisfied; and when we came to a river, which we were obliged to pass through, he purposed throwing me in
and drowning me; but the Merchant would not consent to it, so that I was preserved.
We traveled till about four o’clock every day, and then began to make preparations for night, by cutting down
large quantities of wood, to make fires to preserve us from the wild beasts.
I had a very unhappy and discontented journey, being in continual fear that the people I was with would mur der me. I often reflected with extreme regret on the kind friends I had left, and the idea of my dear mother fre quently drew tears from my eyes.
I cannot recollect how long we were in going from Bornu to the Gold Coast; but as there is no shipping nearer
to Bornu than that city, it was tedious in travelling so far by land, being upwards of a thousand miles, I was
heartily rejoiced when we arrived at the end of our journey.
*
I now vainly imagined that all my troubles and inquietudes would terminate here; but could I have looked into
futurity, I should have perceived that I had much more to suffer than I had before experienced, and that they had
as yet but barely commenced.
I was now more than a thousand miles from home, without a friend or any means to procure one. Soon after I
came to the merchant’s house I heard the drums beat remarkably loud, and the trumpets blow—the persons accus tomed to this employ, are obliged to go upon a very high structure appointed for that purpose, that the sound
might be heard at a great distance: They are higher than the steeples are in England. I was mightily pleased with
sounds so entirely new to me, and was very inquisitive to know the cause of this rejoicing, and asked many questions concerning it: I was answer'd that it was meant as a compliment to me, because I was Grandson to the King
of Bornu.
This account gave me a secret pleasure; but I was not suffered long to enjoy this satisfaction, for in the evening
of the same day, two of the merchant’s sons (boys about my own age) came running to me, and told me, that the
next day I was to die, for the King intended to behead me.
I replied that I was sure it could not be true, for that I came there to play with them, and to see houses walk
upon the water with wings to them, and the white folks; but I was soon informed that their King imagined that I
was sent by my father as a spy, and would make such discoveries at my return home that would enable them to
make war with the greater advantage to ourselves; and for these reasons he had resolved I should never return to
my native country.
When I heard this I suffered misery that cannot be described. I wished a thousand times that I had never left
my friends and country. But still the Almighty was pleased to work miracles for me.
*
The morning I was to die, I was washed and all my gold ornaments made bright and shining, and then carried
to the palace, where the King was to behead me himself (as is the custom of the place).
He was seated upon a throne at the top of an exceeding large yard, or court, which you must go through to en ter the palace, it is as wide and spacious as a large field in England. I had a lane of lifeguards to go through. I
guessed it to be about three hundred paces.
I was conducted by my friend, the merchant, about half way up; then he durst proceed no further: I went up to
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the King alone.
I went with an undaunted courage, and it pleased God to melt the heart of the King, who sat with his scymitar
in his hand ready to behead me; yet, being himself so affected, he dropped it out of his hand, and took me upon
his knee and wept over me. I put my right hand round his neck, and prest him to my heart. He sat me down and
blest me; and added that he would not kill me, and that I should not go home, but be sold, for a slave, so then I
was conducted back again to the merchant’s house.
*
The next day he took me on board a French brig; but the Captain did not chuse to buy me: he said I was too
small; so the merchant took me home with him again.
The partner, whom I have spoken of as my enemy, was very angry to see me return, and again purposed
putting an end to my life; for he represented to the other, that I should bring them into troubles and difficulties,
and that I was so little that no person would buy me. The merchant's resolution began to waver, and I was indeed
afraid that I should be put to death: but however he said he would try me once more.
A few days after a Dutch ship came into the harbour, and they carried me on board, in hopes that the Captain
would purchase me. As they went, I heard them agree, that, if they could not sell me then, they would throw me
overboard. I was in extreme agonies when I heard this; and as soon as ever I saw the Dutch Captain, I ran to him,
and put my arms round him, and said,
“Father, save me.” For I knew that if he did not buy me, I should be treated very ill, or, possibly, murdered.
And though he did not understand my language, yet it pleased the Almighty to influence him in my behalf, and he
bought me for two yards of check, which is of more value there, than in England.
*
When I left my dear mother I had a large quantity of gold about me, as is the custom of our country, it was
made into rings, and they were linked into one another, and formed into a kind of chain, and so put round my
neck, and arms and legs, and a large piece hanging at one ear almost in the shape of a pear. I found all this troublesome, and was glad when my new Master took it from me.
I was now washed, and clothed in the Dutch or English manner.
My master grew very fond of me, and I loved him exceedingly. I watched every look, was always ready when
he wanted me, and endeavoured to convince him, by every action, that my only pleasure was to serve him well.
I have since thought that he must have been a serious man. His actions corresponded very well with such a
character. He used to read prayers in public to the ship’s crew every Sabbath day; and when first I saw him read, I
was never so surprised in my whole life as when I saw the book talk to my master; for I thought it did, as I ob served him to look upon it, and move his lips. I wished it would do so to me.
As soon as my master had done reading I followed him to the place where he put the book, being mightily de lighted with it, and when nobody saw me, I opened it and put my ear down close upon it, in great hope that it
would say something to me; but was very sorry and greatly disappointed when I found it would not speak, this
thought immediately presented itself to me, that everybody and everything despised me because I was black.
*
I was exceedingly seasick at first; but when I became more accustomed to the sea, it wore off.
My master’s ship was bound for Barbadoes. When we came there, he thought fit to speak of me to several gen tlemen of his acquaintance, and one of them exprest a particular desire to see me. He had a great mind to buy me;
but the Captain could not immediately be prevailed on to part with me; but however, as the gentleman seemed
very solicitous, he at length let me go, and I was sold for fifty dollars (four and six peny-pieces in English).
3
My new master's name was Vanhom, a young Gentleman; his home was in New England in the City of New
York; to which place he took me with him. He dressed me in his livery, and was very good to me. My chief busi ness was to wait at table, and tea, and clean knives, and I had a very easy place; but the servants used to curse and
swear surprizingly; which I learnt faster than anything, ’twas almost the first English I could speak. If any of them
affronted me, I was sure to call upon God to damn them immediately; but I was broke of it all at once, occasioned
by the correction of an old black servant that lived in the family.
One day I had just cleaned the knives for dinner, when one of the maids took one to cut bread and butter with; I
was very angry with her, and called upon God to damn her; when this old black man told me I must not say so. I
ask'd him why? He replied there was a wicked man called the Devil, that lived in hell, and would take all that said
these words, and put them in the fire and burn them.
This terrified me greatly, and I was entirely broke of swearing.
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Soon after this, as I was placing the china for tea, my mistress came into the room just as the maid had been
cleaning it; the girl had unfortunately sprinkled the wainscot with the mop; at which my mistress was angry; the
girl very foolishly answered her again, which made her worse, and she called upon God to damn her.
I was vastly concemed to hear this, as she was a fine young lady, and very good to me, insomuch that I could
not help speaking to her,
“Madam,” says I, “you must not say so,”
“Why,” says she?
“Because there is a black man called the Devil that lives in hell, and he will put you in the fire and burn you,
and I shall be very sorry for that.”
“Who told you this,” replied my lady?
“Old Ned,” says I.
“Very well,” was all her answer; but she told my master of it, and he ordered that old Ned should be tied up
and whipped, and was never suffer'd to come into the kitchen with the rest of the servants afterwards.
My mistress was not angry with me, but rather diverted with my simplicity and, by way of talk, she repeated
what I had said, to many of her acquaintance that visited her; among the rest, Mr. Freelandhouse, a very gracious,
good Minister, heard it, and he took a great deal of notice of me, and desired my master to part with me to him.
He would not hear of it at first, but, being greatly persuaded, he let me go, and Mr. Freelandhouse gave £50.
for me.
4
He took me home with him, and made me kneel down, and put my two hands together, and prayed for me, and
every night and morning he did the same.
I could not make out what it was for, nor the meaning of it, nor what they spoke to when they talked—I
thought it comical, but I liked it very well.
After I had been a little while with my new master I grew more familiar, and asked him the meaning of prayer.
(I could hardly speak English to be understood.) He took great pains with me, and made me understand that he
prayed to God, who lived in Heaven; that He was my Father and Best Friend.
I told him that this must be a mistake; that rny father lived at Bornu, and I wanted very much to see him, and
likewise my dear mother, and sister, and I wished he would be so good as to send me home to them; and I added,
all I could think of to induce him to convey me back.
I appeared in great trouble, and my good master was so much affected that the tears ran down his face. He told
me that God was a Great and Good Spirit, that He created all the world, and every person and thing in it, in
Ethiopia, Africa, and America, and everywhere. I was delighted when I heard this:
“There,” says I, “I always thought so when I lived at home! Now if I had wings like an Eagle I would fly to tell
my dear mother that God is greater than the sun, moon, and stars; and that they were made by Him.”
I was exceedingly pleased with this information of my master’s, because it corresponded so well with my own
opinion.
*
I thought now if I could but get home, I should be wiser than all my country-folks, my grandfather, or father, or
mother, or any of them. But though I was somewhat enlightened by this information of my master’s, yet, I had no
other knowledge of God but that He was a Good Spirit, and created everybody, and everything—I never was sen sible in myself, nor had any one ever told me, that He would punish the wicked, and love the just. I was only glad
that I had been told there was a God because I had always thought so.
My dear kind master grew very fond of me, as was his Lady; she put me to school, but I was uneasy at that,
and did not like to go; but my master and mistress requested me to learn in the gentlest terms, and persuaded me
to attend my school without any anger at all; that, at last, I came to like it better, and learnt to read pretty well.
My schoolmaster was a good man, his name was Vanosdore, and very indulgent to me.
I was in this state when, one Sunday, I heard my master preach from these words out of the Revelations I:5.vii:
“Behold, He cometh in the clouds and every eye shall see him and they that pierced Him.”
These words affected me excessively; I was in great agonies because I thought my master directed them to me
only; and, I fancied, that he observed me with unusual earnestness. I was farther confirmed in this belief as I
looked round the church, and could see no one person beside myself in such grief and distress as I was; I began to
think that my master hated me, and was very desirous to go home, to my own country; for I thought that if God
did come (as he said) He would be sure to be most angry with me, as I did not know what He was, nor had ever
heard of him before.
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I went home in great trouble, but said nothing to anybody. I was somewhat afraid of my master; I thought he
disliked me.
The next text I heard him preach from was, Hebrews XII:14:
“Follow peace with all men, and holiness, without which no man shall see the Lord.”
He preached the law so severely, that it made me tremble. He said that God would judge the whole world;
Ethiopia, Asia, and Africa, and everywhere.
I was now excessively perplexed, and undetermined what to do, as I had now reason to believe my situation
would be equally bad to go, as to stay.
*
I kept these thoughts to myself, and said nothing to any person whatever. I should have complained to my good
mistress of this great trouble of mind, but she had been a little strange to me for several days before this happened,
occasioned by a story told of me by one of the maids. The servants were all jealous, and envied me the regard, and
favour shown me by my master and mistress; and the Devil being always ready, and diligent in wickedness, had
influenced this girl, to make a lie on me. This happened about hay-harvest, and one day when I was unloading the
waggon to put the hay into the barn, she watched an opportunity, in my absence, to take the fork out of the stick,
and hide it: when I came again to my work, and could not find it. I was a good deal vexed, but I concluded it was
dropt somewhere among the hay; so I went and bought another with my own money: when the girl saw that I had
another, she was so malicious that she told my mistress I was very unfaithful, and not the person she took me for;
and that she knew, I had, without my master’s permission, ordered many things in his name, that he must pay for;
and as a proof of my carelessness produced the fork she had taken out of the stick, and said, she had found it out
of doors.
My Lady, not knowing the truth of these things, was a little shy to me, till she mcntioned it, and then I soon
cleared myself, and convinced her that these accusations were false.
*
I continued in a most unhappy state for many days. My good mistress insisted on knowing what was the mat ter. When I made known my situation she gave me John Bunyan on the holy war, to read; I found his experience
similar to my own, which gave me reason to suppose he must be a bad man, as I was convinced of my own cor rupt nature, and the misery of my own heart: and as he acknowledged that he was likewise in the same condition,
I experienced no relief at all in reading his work, but rather the reverse.
I took the book to my lady, and informed her I did not like it at all. It was concerning a wicked man as bad as
myself; and I did not choose to read it, and I desired her to give me another, wrote by a better man that was holy
and without sin. She assured me that John Bunyan was a good man, but she could not convince me; I thought him
to be too much like myself to be upright, as his experience seemed to answer with my own.
I am very sensible that nothing but the great power and unspeakable mercies of the Lord could relieve my soul
from the heavy burden it laboured under at that time.
A few days after my master gave me [Richard] Baxter’s Call to the unconverted. This was no relief to me nei ther; on the contrary it occasioned as much distress in me as the other had before done, as it invited all to come to
Christ and I found myself so wicked and miserable that I could not come.
This consideration threw me into agonies that cannot be described; insomuch that I even attempted to put an
end to my life. I took one of the large case-knives, and went into the stable with an intent to destroy myself; and
as I endeavoured with all my strength to force the knife into my side, it bent double.
I was instantly struck with horror at the thought of my own rashness, and my conscience told me that had I
succeeded in this attempt I should probably have gone to hell.
*
I could find no relief, nor the least shadow of comfort; the extreme distress of my mind so affected my health
that I continued very in for three days, and nights; and would admit of no means to be taken for my recovery,
though my lady was very kind, and sent many things to me; but I rejected every means of relief and wished to die
—I would not go into my own bed, but lay in the stable upon straw—I felt all the horrors of a troubled con science, so hard to be born, and saw all the vengeance of God ready to overtake me—I was sensible that there was
no way for me to be saved unless I came to C'hrist, and I could not come to Him: I thought that it was impossible
He should receive such a sinner as me.
The last night that I continued in this place, in the midst of my distress these words were brought home upon
my mind,
“Behold the Lamb of God.”
I was something comforted at this, and began to grow easier and wished for day that I might find these words
in my bible.
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I rose very early the following morning, and went to my schoolmaster, Mr. Vanosdore, and communicated the
situation of my mind to him; he was greatly rejoiced to find me enquiring the way to Zion, and blessed the Lord
who had worked so wonderfully for me, a poor heathen. I was more familiar with this good gentleman than with
my master, or any other person; and found myself more at liberty to talk to him: he encouraged me greatly, and
prayed with me frequently, and I was always benefited by his discourse.
About a quarter of a mile from my Master’s house stood a large remarkably fine oak tree, in the midst of a
wood; I often used to be employed there in cutting down trees, (a work I was very fond of). I seldom failed going
to this place every day; sometimes twice a day if I could be spared. It was the highest pleasure I ever experienced
to set under this oak; for there I used to pour out all my complaints to the Lord: and when I had any particular
grievance I used to go there, and talk to the tree, and tell my sorrows, as if it had been to a friend.
Here I often lamented my own wicked heart, and undone state; and found more comfort and consolation than I
ever was sensible of before. Whenever I was treated with ridicule or contempt, I used to come here and find
peace. I now began to relish the book my Master gave me, Baxter’s Call to the unconverted, and took great de light in it. I was always glad to be employed in cutting wood, ’twas a great part of my business, and I followed it
with delight, as I was then quite alone and my heart lifted up to God, and I was enabled to pray continually; and
blessed forever be his Holy Name, he faithfully answer'd my prayers. I can never be thankful enough to Almighty
God for the many comfortable opportunities I experienced there.
*
It is possible the circumstance I am going to relate will not gain credit with many; but this I know, that the joy
and comfort it conveyed to me, cannot be expressed and only conceived by those who have experienced the like.
I was one day in a most delightful frame of mind; my heart so overflowed with love and gratitude to the Au thor of all my comforts. I was so drawn out of myself, and so filled and awed by the Presence of God that I saw
(or thought I saw) light inexpressible dart down from heaven upon me, and shone around me for the space of a
minute.
I continued on my knees, and joy unspeakable took possession of my soul. The peace and serenity which filled
my mind after this was wonderful, and cannot be told. I would not have changed situations, or been any one but
myself for the whole world. I blest God for my poverty, that I had no worldly riches or grandeur to draw my heart
from Him. I wished at that time, if it had been possible for me, to have continued on that spot forever.
I felt an unwillingness in myself to have anything more to do with the world, or to mix with society again.
I seemed to possess a full assurance that my sins were forgiven me. I went home all my way rejoicing, and this
text of scripture came full upon my mind.
“And I will make an everlasting covenant with them, that I will not turn away from them, to do them good; but
I will put my fear in their hearts that they shall not depart from me.”\fn{ Jeremiah XXXII:40}
The first opportunity that presented itself, I went to my old schoolmaster, and made known to him the happy
state of my soul who joined with me in praise to God for his mercy to me the vilest of sinners.
*
I was now perfectly easy, and had hardly a wish to make beyond what I possessed, when my temporal com forts were all blasted by the death of my dear and worthy Master Mr. Freelandhouse, who was taken from this
world rather suddenly: he had but a short illness, and died of a fever.
I held his hand in mine when he departed; he told me he had given me my freedom. I was at liberty to go
where I would.
He added that he had always prayed for me and hoped I should be kept unto the end. My master left me by his
will ten pounds, and my freedom.
I found that if be had lived ’twas his intention to take me with him to Holland, as he had often mentioned me to
some friends of his there that were desirous to see me; but I chose to continue with my Mistress who was as good
to me as if she had been my mother.
The loss of Mr. Freelandhouse distressed me greatly, but I was rendered still more unhappy by the clouded and
perplexed situation of my mind; the great enemy of my soul being ready to torment me, would present my own
misery to me in such striking light, and distress me with doubts, fears, and such a deep sense of my own unwor thiness, that after all the comfort and encouragement I had received, I was often tempted to believe I should be a
castaway at last.
The more I saw of the Beauty and Glory of God, the more I was humbled under a sense of my own vileness. I
often rcpaired to my old place of prayer; I seldom came away without consolation. One day this Scripture was
wonderfully applied to my mind:
“And ye are compleat in Him which is the Head of all principalities and power.”\fn{ Colossians II:10}
The Lord was pleased to comfort me by the application of many gracious promises at times when I was ready
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to sink under my troubles.
“Wherefore He is able also to save them to the uttermost that come unto God by Him seeing He ever liveth to
make intercession for them.”\fn{Hebrews VII:25}
Hebrews X:14. “For by one offering He hath perfcted forever them that are sanctified.”
*
My kind, indulgent Mistress lived but two years after my Master. Her death was a great affliction to me. She
left five sons, all gracious young men, and Ministers of the Gospel.
I continued with them all, one after another, till they died; they lived but four years after their parents. When it
pleased God to take them to Himself, I was left quite destitute, without a friend in the world.
But I who had so often experienced the Goodness of God, trusted in Him to do what He pleased with me.
In this helpless condition I went in the wood to prayer as usual; and though the snow was a considerable
height, I was not sensible of cold, or any other inconveniency. At times indeed when I saw the world frowning
round me, I was tempted to think that the Lord had forsaken me. I found great relief from the contemplation of
these words in Isaiah XLIX:5:16.
“Behold I have graven thee on the palms of my hands; thy walls are continually before me.”
And very many comfortable promises were sweetly applied to me: the 89 th Psalm and 34th verse, “My covenant
will I not break nor alter the things that is gone out of my lips.”; Hebrews XVI:5.17-18; Phillipians I:5.6; and sev eral more.
5
As I had now lost all my dear and valued friends every place in the world was alike to me. I had for a great
while entertained a desire to come to England. I imagined that all the inhabitants of this Island were Holy because
all those that had visited my Master from thence were good (Mr. Whitefield was his particular friend) and the au thors of the books that had been given me were all English.
But above all places in the world I wished to see Kidderminster, for I could not but think that on the spot where
Mr. Baxter had lived, and preached, the people must be all righteous.
*
The situation of my affairs required that I should tarry a little longer in New York, as I was something in debt,
and was embarrassed how to pay it.
About this time a young Gentleman that was a particular acquaintance of one of my young Master’s, pretended
to be a friend to me, and promised to pay my debts, which was three pounds; and he assured me he would never
expect the money again. But, in less than a month, he came and demanded it; and when I assured him I had noth ing to pay, he threatened to sell me.
Though I knew he had no right to do that, yet as I had no friend in the world to go to, it alarmed me greatly. At
length he purposed my going a-privateering, that I might by these means, be enabled to pay him, to which I
agreed.
Our Captain's name was ——. I went in character of cook to him.
*
Near St. Domingo we came up to five French ships, merchantmen. We had a very smart engagement that con tinued from eight in the morning till three in the afternoon, when victory declared on our side.
Soon after this we were met by three English ships which joined us, and that encouraged us to attack a fleet of
36 ships. We boarded the three first and then followed the others; and had the same success with twelve; but the
rest escaped us. There was a great deal of blood shed, and I was near death several times, but the Lord preserved
me.
*
I met with many enemies, and much persecution, among the sailors; one of them was particularly unkind to
me, and studied ways to vex and tease me. I can’t help mentioning one circumstance that hurt me more than all
the rest, which was, that he snatched a book out of my hand that I was very fond of, and used frequently to amuse
myself with, and threw it into the sea.
But what is remarkable he was the first that was killed in our engagement.
I don’t pretend to say that this happened because he was not my friend: but I thought ’twas a very awful Provi dence to see how the enemies of the Lord are cut off.
Our Captain was a cruel hard-hearted man. I was excessively sorry for the prisoners we took in general; but the
pitiable case of one young Gentleman grieved me to the heart.
He appeared very amiable; was strikingly handsome. Our Captain took four thousand pounds from him; but
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that did not satisfy him, as he imagined he was possessed of more, and had somewhere concealed it, so that the
Captain threatened him with death, at which he appeared in the deepest distress, and took the buckles out of his
shoes, and untied his hair, which was very fine, and long; and in which several very valuable rings were fastened.
He came into the Cabbin to me, and in the most obliging terms imaginable asked for something to eat and
drink; which when I gave him, he was so thankful and pretty in his manner that my heart bled for him; and I
heartily wished that I could have spoken in any language in which the ship’s crew would not have understood me;
that I might have let him know his danger; for I heard the Captain say he was resolved upon his death; and he put
his barbarous design into execution, for he took him on shore with one of the sailors, and there they shot him.
This circumstance affected me exceedingly, I could not put him out of my mind a long while.
*
When we returned to New York the Captain divided the prize-money among us, that we had taken. When I was
called upon to receive my part, I waited upon Mr. —— (the Gentleman that paid my debt and was the
occasion of my going abroad) to know if he chose to go with me to receive my money or if I should bring him
what I owed. He chose to go with me; and when the Captain laid my money on the table (’twas an hundred and
thirty-five pounds) I desired Mr. to take what I was indebted to him; and he swept it all into his handkerchief, and
would never be prevailed on to give a farthing of money, nor anything at all beside.
And he likewise secured a hogshead of sugar which was my due from the same ship.
The Captain was very angry with him for this piece of cruelty to me, as was every other person that heard it.
But I have reason to believe (as he was one of the Principal Merchants in the city) that he transacted business for
him and on that account did not choose to quarrel with him.
*
At this time a very worthy Gentleman, a Wine Merchant, his name Dunscum, took me under his protection,
and would have recovered my money for me if I had chose it; but I told him to let it alone; that I would rather be
quiet. I believed that it would not prosper with him, and so it happened, for by a series of losses and misfortunes
he became poor, and was soon after drowned, as he was on a party of pleasure. The vessel was driven out to sea,
and struck against a rock by which means every soul perished.
I was very much distressed when I heard it, and felt greatly for his family who were rcduced to very low circumstances.
I never knew how to set a proper value on money. If I had but a little meat and drink to supply the present nec essaries of life, I never wished for more; and when I had any I always gave it if ever I saw an object in distress. If
it was not for my dear wife and children I should pay as little regard to money now as I did at that time.
I continued some time with Mr. Dunscum as his servant; he was very kind to me. But I had a vast inclination to
visit England, and wished continually that it would please Providence to make a clear way for me to see this Is land. I entertained a notion that if I could get to England I should never more experience either cruelty or ingratitude, so that I was very desirous to get among Christians. I knew Mr. Whitefield very well. I had heard him preach
often at New York.
6
In this disposition I listed in the twenty-eighth Regiment of Foot, who were designed for Martinico\fn{ Marin the late war.
We went in Admiral Pocock’s fleet from New York to Barbadoes; from thence to Martinico.
When that was taken we proceeded to the Havannah, and took that place likewise.\fn{ 1762} There I got discharged.
I was then worth about thirty pounds, but I never regarded money in the least, nor would I tarry to receive my
prize-money least I should lose my chance of going to England.
I went with the Spanish prisoners to Spain; and came to Old-England with the English prisoners.
I cannot describe my joy when we were within sight of Portsmouth. But I was astonished when we landed to
hear the inhabitants of that place curse and swear, and otherwise profane. I expected to find nothing but goodness,
gentleness and meekness in this Christian Land.
I then suffered great perplexities of mind. I enquired if any serious Christian people resided there. The woman
I made this enquiry of, answered me in the affirmative; and added that she was one of them.
I was heartily glad to hear her say so. I thought I could give her my whole heart: she kept a Public-House. I deposited with her all the money that I had not an immediate occasion for, as I thought it would be safer with her. It
was 25 guineas but 6 of them I desired her to lay out to the best advantage, to buy me some shirts, hat and some
other necessaries. I made her a present of a very handsome large looking glass that I brought with me from Mar tinique}
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tinico, in order to recompence her for the trouble I had given her.
I must do this woman the justice to acknowledge that she did lay out some little for my use, but the 19 guineas
and part of the 6, with my watch, she would not return, but denied that I ever gave it her.
I soon perceived that I was got among bad people, who defrauded me of my money and watch; and that all my
promised happiness was blasted, I had no friend but God and I prayed to Him earnestly. I could scarcely believe it
possible that the place where so many eminent Christians had lived and preached could abound with so much
wickedness and deceit. I thought it worse than Sodorn (considering the great advantages they have).
*
I cried like a child and that almost continually; at length God heard my prayers and raised me a friend indeed.
This publican had a brother who lived on Portsmouth-common, his wife was a very serious good woman.
When she heard of the treatment I had met with, she came and enquired into my real situation and was greatly
troubled at the ill usage I had received, and took me home to her own house.
I began now to rejoice, and my prayer was turned into praise. She made use of all the arguments in her power
to prevail on her who had wronged me, to return my watch and money, but it was to no purpose, as she had given
me no receipt and I had nothing to show for it, I could not demand it.
My good friend was excessively angry with her and obliged her to give me back four guineas, which she said
she gave me out of charity, though in fact it was my own, and much more. She would have employed some
rougher means to oblige her to give up my money, but I would not suffer her.
“Let it go,” says I. “My God is in heaven.”
Still I did not mind my loss in the least; all that grieved me was, that I had been disappointed in finding some
Christian friends, with whom I hoped to enjoy a little sweet and comfortable society.
*
I thought the best method that I could take now, was to go to London, and find out Mr. Whitefield, who was
the only living soul I knew in England, and get him to direct me to some way or other to procure a living without
being troublesome to any Person. I took leave of my Christian friend at Portsmouth, and went in the stage to Lon don.
A creditable tradesman in the City, who went up with me in the stage, offered to show me the way to Mr.
Whitefield’s Tabernacle. Knowing that I was a perfect stranger, I thought it very kind, and accepted his offer; but
he obliged me to give him half-a-crown for going with me, and likewise insisted on my giving him five shillings
more for conducting me to Dr. Gifford’s Meeting.
I began now to entertain a very different idea of the inhabitants of England than what I had figured to myself
before I came amongst them.
Mr. Whitefield received me very friendly, was heartily glad to see me, and directed me to a proper place to
board and lodge in Petticoat Lane, till he could think of some way to settle me in, and paid for my lodging, and all
my expences.
*
The morning after I came to my new lodging, as I was at breakfast with the gentlewoman of the house, I heard
the noise of some looms over our heads: I enquired what it was; she told me a person was weaving silk.
I expressed a great desire to see it, and asked if I might. She told me she would go up with me; she was sure I
should be very welcome.
She was as good as her word, and as soon as we entered the room, the person that was weaving looked about,
and smiled upon us, and I loved her from that moment. She asked me many questions, and I in turn talked a great
deal to her. I found she was a member of Mr. Allen’s Meeting, and I began to entertain a good opinion of her,
though I was almost afraid to indulge this inclination, least she should prove like all the rest I had met with at
Portsmouth, &c. and which had almost given me a dislike to all white women.
But after a short acquaintance I had the happiness to find she was very different, and quite sincere, and I was
not without hope that she entertained some esteem for me.
We often went together to hear Dr. Gifford, and as I had always a propensity to relieve every object in distress
as far as I was able, I used to give to all that complained to me; sometimes half a guinea at a time, as I did not un derstand the real value of it.
This gracious, good woman took great pains to correct and advise me in that and many other respects.
*
After I had been in London about six weeks I was recommended to the notice of some of my late Master Mr.
Freelandhouse’s acquaintance, who had heard him speak frequently of me. I was much persuaded by them to go
to Holland.
My Master lived there before he bought me, and used to speak of me so respectfully among his friends there,
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that it raised in them a curiosity to see me; particularly the Gentlemen engaged in the Ministry, who expressed a
desire to hear my experience and examine me.
I found that it was my good old Master’s design that I should have gone if he had lived; for which reason I re solved upon going to Holland, and informed my dear friend Mr. Whitefield of my intention; he was much averse
to my going at first, but after I gave him my reasons appeared very well satisfied. I likewise informed my Betty
(the good woman that I have mentioned above) of my determination to go to Holland and I told her that I believed
she was to be my wife: that if it was the Lord’s Will I desired it, but not else. She made me very little answer, but
has since told me, she did not think it at that time.
*
I embarked at Tower-wharf at four o’clock in the morning, and arrived at Amsterdam the next day by three
o’clock in the afternoon. I had several letters of recommendation to my old master’s friends, who receiv’d me
very graciously. Indeed, one of the chief Ministers was particularly good to me; he kept me at his house a long
while, and took great pleasure in asking questions, which I answered with delight, being always ready to say,
“Come unto me all ye that fear God, and I will tell what he hath done for my soul.”
I cannot but admire the footsteps of Providence; astonished that I should be so wonderfully preserved! Though
the Grandson of a King, I have wanted bread, and should have been glad of the hardest crust I ever saw—I, who,
at home, was surrounded and guarded by slaves, so that no indifferent person might approach me, and clothed
with gold, have been inhumanly threatened with death; and frequently wanted clothing to defend me from the in clemency of the weather; yet I never murmured, nor was I discontented.
I am willing, and even desirous to be counted as nothing, a stranger in the world, and a pilgrim here; for “I
know that my Redeemer liveth,” and I’m thankful for every trial and trouble that I’ve met with, as I am not with out hope that they have been all sanctified to me.
The Calvinist Ministers desired to hear my Experience from myself, which proposal I was very well pleased
with: so I stood before 38 Ministers every Thursday for seven weeks together, and they were all very well satis fied, and persuaded I was what I pretended to be. They wrote down my experience as I spoke it; and the Lord
Almighty was with me at that time in a remarkable manner, and gave me words and enabled me to answer them;
so great was his mercy to take me in hand a poor blind heathen.
*
At this time a very rich merchant at Amsterdam offered to take me into his family in the capacity of his Butler,
and I very willingly accepted it. He was a gracious worthy Gentleman and very good to me. He treated me more
like a friend than a servant.
I tarried there a twelvemonth but was not thoroughly contented, I wanted to see my wife (that is now) and for
that reason I wished to return to England. I wrote to her once in my absence, but she did not answer my letter; and
I must acknowledge if she had, it would have given me a less opinion of her.
My Master and Mistress persuaded me much not to leave them and likewise their two sons who entertained a
good opinion of me; and if I had found my Betty married on my arrival in England, I should have returned to
them again immediately.
My Lady purposed my marrying her maid; she was an agreeable young woman, had saved a good deal of
money, but I could not fancy her, though she was willing to accept of me, but I told her my inclinations were en gaged in England, and I could think of no other Person.
*
On my return home, I found my Betty disengaged. She had refused several offers in my absence, and told her
sister that, she thought, if ever she married I was to be her husband.
Soon after I came home, I waited on Doctor Gifford who took me into his family and was exceedingly, good to
me. The character of this pious worthy Gentleman is well known; my praise can be of no use or signification at
all. I hope I shall ever gratefully remember the many favours I have received from him.
Soon after I came to Doctor Gifford I expressed a desire to be admitted into their Church, and set down with
them; they told me I must first be baptized; so I gave in my experience before the Church, with which they were
very well satisfied, and I was baptized by Doctor Gifford with some others.
I then made known my intentions of being married; but I found there were many objections against it because
the person I had fixed on was poor. She was a widow, her husband had left her in debt, and with a child, so that
they persuaded me against it out of real regard to me.
But I had promised and was resolved to have her; as I knew her to be a gracious woman, her poverty was no
objection to me, as they had nothing else to say against her. When my friends found that they could not alter my
opinion respecting her, they wrote to Mr. Allen, the Minister she attended, to persuade her to leave me; but he
replied that he would not interfere at all, that we might do as we would.
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I was resolved that all my wife’s little debt should be paid before we were married; so that I sold almost every
thing I had and with all the money I could raise cleared all that she owed, and I never did anything with a better
will in all my Life, because I firmly believed that we should be very happy together; and so it proved, for she was
given me from the Lord. And I have found her a blessed partner, and we have never repented, though we have
gone through many great troubles and difficulties.
My wife got a very good living by weaving, and could do extremely well; but just at that time there was great
disturbance among the weavers; so that I was afraid to let my wife work, least they should insist on my joining the
rioters which I could not think of, and, possibly, if I had refused to do so they would have knocked me on the
head. So that by these means my wife could get no employ, neither had I work enough to maintain my family. We
had not yet been married a year before all these misfortunes overtook us.
*
Just at this time a gentleman, that seemed much concerned for us, advised me to go into Essex with him and
promised to get me employed. I accepted his kind proposal, and he spoke to a friend of his, a Quaker, a gentleman
of large fortune, who resided a little way out of the town of Colchester. His name was Handbarar; he ordered his
steward to set me to work.
There were several employed in the same way with myself. I was very thankful and contented though my
wages were but small. I was allowed but eight pence a day, and found myself; but after I had been in this situation
for a fortnight, my Master, being told that a Black was at work for him, had an inclination to see me. He was
pleased to talk to me for some time, and at last enquired what wages I had; when I told him he declared, it was too
little, and immediately ordered his steward to let me have eighteen pence a day, which he constantly gave me af ter; and I then did extremely well.
I did not bring my wife with me: I came first alone and it was my design, if things answered according to our
wishes, to send for her. I was now thinking to desire her to come to me when I received a letter to inform me she
was just brought to bed and in want of many necessaries.
This news was a great trial to me and a fresh affliction: but my God, faithful and abundant in mercy, forsook
me not in this trouble. As I could not read English, I was obliged to apply to some one to read the letter I received,
relative to my wife. I was directed by the good Providence of God to a worthy young gentleman, a Quaker, and
friend of my Master. I desired he would take the trouble to read my letter for me, which he readily complied with
and was greatly moved and affected at the contents, insomuch that he said he would undertake to make a gather ing for me, which he did and was the first to contribute to it himself.
The money was sent that evening to London by a person who happened to be going there.
Nor was this all the goodness that I experienced from these kind friends, for, as soon as my wife came about
and was fit to travel, they sent for her to me, and were at the whole expence of her coming; so evidently has the
love and mercy of God appeared through every trouble that ever I experienced.
*
We went on very comfortably all the summer. We lived in a little cottage near Mr. Handbarrar’s house; but
when the winter came on I was discharged, as he had no further occasion for me.
And now the prospect began to darken upon us again. We thought it most adviseable to move our habitation a
little nearer to the Town, as the house we lived in was very cold, and wet, and ready to tumble down.
The boundless goodness of God to me has been so very great, that with the most humble gratitude I desire to
prostrate myself before Hirn; for I have been wonderfully supported in every affliction. My God never left me. I
perceived light still through the thickest darkness.
My dear wife and I were now both unemployed, we could get nothing to do. The winter proved remarkably severe, and we were reduced to the greatest distress imaginable.
I was always very shy of asking for anything; I could never beg; neither did I choose to make known our wants
to any person, for fear of offending, as we were entire strangers. But our last bit of bread was gone, and I was
obliged to think of something to do for our support.
I did not mind for myself at all; but to see my dear wife and children in want pierced me to the heart.
I now blamed myself for bringing her from London, as doubtless had we continued there we might have found
friends to keep us from starving. The snow was at this season remarkably deep; so that we could see no prospect
of being relieved.
In this melancholy situation, not knowing what step to pursue, I resolved to make my case known to a Gentleman’s gardiner that lived near us, and entreat him to employ me: but when I came to him, my courage failed me,
and I was ashamed to make known our real situation. I endeavoured all I could to prevail on him to set me to
work, but to no purpose: he assured me it was not in his power. But just as I was about to leave him, he asked me
if I would accept of some Carrots. I took them with great thankfulness and carried them home: he gave me four,
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they were very large and fine.
We had nothing to make fire with, so consequently could not boil them: But was glad to have them to eat raw.
Our youngest child was quite an infant; so that my wife was obliged to chew it, and fed her in that manner for
several days. We allowed ourselves but one every day, least they should not last 'till we could get some other sup ply. I was unwilling to eat at all myself; nor would I take any the last day that we continued in this situation, as I
could not bear the thought that my dear wife and children would be in want of every means of support.
We lived in this manner, till our carrots were all gone: then my wife began to lament because of our poor ba bies: but I comforted her all I could; still hoping, and believing that my God would not let us die: but that it would
please Him to relieve us, which He did by almost a Miracle.
*
We went to bed, as usual, before it was quite dark, (as we had neither fire nor candle) but had not been there
long before some person knocked at the door & enquired if James Albert lived there?
I answered in the affirmative, and rose immediately. As soon as I opened the door I found it was the servant of
an eminent Attorney who resided at Colchester. He asked me how it was with me? if I was not almost starved?
I burst out a-crying, and told him I was indeed.
He said his master supposed so, and that he wanted to speak with me, and I must return with him. This Gentle man’s name was Danniel, he was a sincere, good Christian. He used to stand and talk with me frequently when I
worked in the road for Mr. Handbarrar, and would have employed me himself, if I had wanted work.
When I came to his house he told me that he had thought a good deal about me of late, and was apprehensive
that I must be in want, and could not be satisfied till he sent to enquire after me. I made known my distress to him,
at which he was greatly affected; and generously gave me a guinea; and promised to be kind to me in future.
I could not help exclaiming,
“O, the boundless mercies of my God!”
I prayed unto Him, and He has heard me; I trusted in Him and He has preserved me: where shall I begin to
praise Him, or how shall I love Him enough?
I went immediately and bought some bread and cheese and coal and carried it home. My dear wife was rejoiced to see me return with something to eat. She instantly got up and dressed our babies, while I made a fire, and
the first nobility in the land never made a more comfortable meal.
We did not forget to thank the LORD for all his goodness to us.
*
Soon after this, as the spring came on, Mr. Peter Daniel employed me in helping to pull down a house, and rebuilding it. I had then very good work, and full employ: he sent for my wife, and children to Colchester, and pro vided us a house where we lived very comfortably. I hope I shall always gratefully acknowledge his kindness to
myself and family.
I worked at this house for more than a year, till it was finished; and after that I was employed by several suc cessively, and was never so happy as when I had something to do; but perceiving the winter coming on, and work
rather slack, I was apprehensive that we should again be in want or become troublesome to our friends.
*
I had at this time an offer made me of going to Norwich and having constant employ. My wife seemed pleased
with this proposal, as she supposed she might get work there in the weaving-manufactory, being the business she
was brought up to, and more likely to succeed there than any other place; and we thought as we had an opportunity of moving to a Town where we could both be employed it was most adviseable to do so; and that probably we
might settle there for our lives.
When this step was resolved on, I went first alone to see how it would answer; which I very much repented after, for it was not in my power immediately to send my wife any supply, as I fell into the hands of a Master that
was neither kind nor considerate; and she was reduced to great distress, so that she was obliged to sell the few
goods that we had, and when I sent for her was under the disagreeable necessity of parting with our bed.
When she came to Norwich I hired a room ready furnished. I experienced a great deal of difference in the carriage of my Master from what I had been accustomed to from some of my other Masters. He was very irregular in
his payments to me.
*
My wife hired a loom and wove all the leisure time she had and we began to do very well, till we were over taken by fresh misfortunes. Our three poor children fell ill of the smallpox; this was a great trial to us; but still I
was persuaded in myself we should not be forsaken.
And I did all in my power to keep my dear partner’s spirits from sinking. Her whole attention now was taken
up with the children as she could mind nothing else, and all I could get was but little to support a family in such a
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situation, beside paying for the hire of our room, which I was obliged to omit doing for several weeks: but the
woman to whom we were indebted would not excuse us, though I promised she should have the very first money
we could get after my children came about. But she would not be satisfied and had the cruelty to threaten us that if
we did not pay her immediately she would turn us all into the street.
The apprehension of this plunged me in the deepest distress, considering the situation of my poor babies: if
they had been in health I should have been less sensible of this misfortune.
But My God, still faithful to his Promise, raised me a friend.
Mr. Henry Gurdney, a Quaker, a gracious gentleman heard of our distress; he sent a servant of his own to the
woman we hired the room of, paid our rent, and bought all the goods with my wife’s loom and gave it us all.
Some other gentlemen, hearing of his design, were pleased to assist him in these generous acts, for which we
never can be thankful enough.
*
After this my children soon came about; we began to do pretty well again; my dear wife worked hard and constant when she could get work, but it was upon a disagreeable footing as her employ was so uncertain, sometimes
she could get nothing to do and at other times when the weavers of Norwich had orders from London they were so
excessively hurried, that the people they employed were often obliged to work on the Sabbath-day; but this my
wife would never do, and it was matter of uneasiness to us that we could not get our living in a regular manner,
though we were both diligent, industrious, and willing to work.
I was far from being happy in my Master, he did not use me well. I could scarcely ever get my money from
him; but I continued patient till it pleased God to alter my situation.
My worthy friend Mr. Gurdney advised me to follow the employ of chopping chaff, and bought me an instru ment for that purpose. There were but few people in the town that made this their business beside myself; so that I
did very well indeed and we became easy and happy.
But we did not continue long in this comfortable state: Many of the inferior people were envious and ill-na tured and set up the same employ and worked under price on purpose to get my business from me, and they succeeded so well that I could hardly get any thing to do, and became again unfortunate.
*
Nor did this misfortune come alone, for just at this time we lost one of our little girls who died of a fever; this
circumstance occasioned us new troubles, for the Baptist minister refused to bury her because we were not their
members. The parson of the parish denied us because she had never been baptized.
I applied to the Quakers, but met with no success; this was one of the greatest trials I ever met with, as we did
not know what to do with our poor baby.
At length I resolved to dig a grave in the garden behind the house, and bury her there, when the parson of the
parish sent for me to tell me he would bury the child, but did not choose to read the burial service over her.
I told him I did not mind whether he would or not, as the child could not hear it.
*
We met with a great deal of ill treatment after this, and found it very difficult to live.
We could scarcely get work to do, and were obliged to pawn our clothes. We were ready to sink under our troubles, when I purposed to my wife to go to Kidderminsier and try if we could do there.
I had always an inclination for that place, and now more than ever as I had heard Mr. Fawcet mentioned in the
most respectful manner, as a pious worthy Gentleman; and I had seen his name in a favourite book of mine, Bax ter’s Saints everlasting rest, and as the Manufactory of Kidderminsier seemed to promise my wife some employment, she readily came into my way of thinking.
I left her once more, and set out for Kidderminsier, in order to judge if the situation would suit us.
As soon as I came there I waited immediately on Mr. Fawcet, who was pleased to receive me very kindly and
recommended me to Mr. Watson who employed me in twisting silk and worsted together.
I continued here about a fortnight, and when I thought it would answer our expectation, I returned to Norwich
to fetch my wife; she was then near her time, and too much indisposed. So we were obliged to tarry until she was
brought to bed, and as soon as she could conveniently travel we came to Kidderminster, but we brought nothing
with us as we were obliged to sell all we had to pay our debts and the expences of my wife’s illness, &c.
*
Such is our situation at present.
My wife, by hard labor at the loom, does everything that can be expected from her towards the maintenance of
our family; and God is pleased to incline the hearts of his people at times to yield us their charitable assistance;
being myself through age and infirmity able to contribute but little to their support. As Pilgrims, and very poor
Pilgrims, we are travelling through many difficulties towards our Heavenly Home, and waiting patiently for his
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gracious call, when the Lord shall deliver us out of the evils of this present world and bring us to the Everlasting
Glories of the world to come.
To Him be Praise for Ever and Ever, Amen.\fn{These memoirs were first published by W. Gye of Bath in 1770. Their author
passed away just five years later, at the age of 70. According to a recently recovered obituary, printed in The Chester Chronicle of 2 October 1775, “his last moments exhibited that cheerful serenity which, at such a time, is the certain effect of a thorough conviction of the great
truths of Christianity.” Nothing is as yet further known about what happened to his wife or surviving children:H }

281.177 Excerpt from A Narrative Of The Life And Adventures Of Venture, A Native Of Africa: But
Resident Above Sixty Years In The United States Of America, Related By Himself\fn{by Venture Smith aka
Broteer Furro (1729-1805)} Dukandarra, Borno State?\fn{ The Documenting Venture Smith Project (An organization dedicated
to the documentation of the life of Venture Smith, formed in 2005 by Chandler Saint and David Richardson, with the collaboration of the
University of Connecticut) believes he was born near Lake Chad } Nigeria (M) 3

I was employed in cutting the aforementioned quantity of wood,\fn{ No such aforemention is in the text before me:H } I
never was at the expence of fix-pence worth of spirits. Being after this labour forty years of age, I worked at
various places, and in particular on Ram Island, where I purchased Solomon and Cuff, two fons of mine, for two
hundred dollars each.\fn{I am responsible for the internal sub-divisions of this work (indicated by *); and have broken his long
paragraphs into their constituent thought-units. I have also sought to repair such typographical errors as appear from time to time. This
symbol, “Ð”, is evident at various points throughout the text and, since it seems to serve no purpose, has been dispensed with. It was the
fashion of this century to make use of the symbol “ƒ”, which we no longer use, and which I have replaced with the “s” (which in fact it
represents); similarly “Rhode-Island” has become Rhode Island and the same with Long Island; and “water-melons”, “select-men”, “eyesight” and “grand-child” have lost their hyphens; but the actual words of this man and their order in which he set them on the page remain
inviolate:H}

I will be here remembered how much money I earned by cutting wood in four years. Besides this I had
confiderable money, amounting in all to near three hundred pounds.
When I had purchased my two sons, I had then left more than one hundred pounds. After this I purchased a
negro man, for no reason than to oblige him, and gave for him sixty pounds. But in a short time after he run away
from me, and I thereby lost all that I gave for him, except twenty pounds which he paid me previous to his
absconding.
The rest of my money I laid out in land, in addition to a farm which I owned before, and a dwelling house
thereon.
Forty four years had then completed their revolution since my entrance into this existence of servitude and
misfortune.
Solomon, my eldest son, being then in his seventeenth year, and all my hope and dependence for help, I hired
him out to one Charles Church, of Rhode Island, for one year, on consideration of his giving him twelve pounds
and an opportunity of acquiring some learning. In the course of the year, Church fitted out a vessel for a whaling
voyage, and being in want of hands to man her, he induced my son to go, with the promise of giving him on his
return, a pair of silver buckles, besides his wages.
As soon as I heard of his going to sea, I immediately set out to go and prevent it if possible. But on my arrival
at Church’s, to my great grief, I could only see the vessel my son was in almost out of sight going to sea.
My son died of scurvy in this voyage, and Church has never yet paid me the least of his wages. In my son,
besides the loss of his life, I lost equal to seventy-five pounds.
My other fon being but a youth, still lived with me. About this time I chartered a sloop of about thirty tons
burthen, and hired men to assist me in navigating her. I employed her mostly in the wood trade to Rhode Island,
and made clear of all expences above one hundred dollars with her in better than one year. I had then become
something sorehanded, and being in my forty-fourth year, I purchased my wife Meg, and thereby prevented
having another child to buy, as she was then pregnant.
I gave forty pounds for her.
During my residence at Long Island, I raised one year with another, ten cart loads of watermelons, and lost a
great many every year besides by the thieveishness of the sailors. What I made by the watermelons I sold there,
amounted to nearly five hundred dollars.
Various other methods I pursued in order to enable me to redeem my family. In the night time I fished with
setnets and pots for eels and lobsters, and shorthly after went a whaling voyage in the service of Col. Smith. After
being out seven months, the vessel returned, laden with four hundred barrels of oil.
About this time, I become possessed of another dwelling-house, and my temporal affairs were in a pretty
prosperous condition. This and my industry was what alone saved me from being expelled [from] that part of the
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island in which I resided, as an act was passed by the selectmen of the place, that all negroes residing there should
be expelled.
Next after my wife, I purchased a negro man for four hundred dollars. But he having an inclination to return to
his old master, I therefore let him go.
Shortly after I purchased another negro man for twenty-five pounds, whom I parted with shortly after.
Being about forty-six years old, I bought my oldest child Hannah, of Ray Mumford, for forty-four pounds, and
she still resided with him. I had already redeemed from slavery, myself, my wife and three children, besides three
negro men.
*
About the forty-seventh year of my life, I disposed of all my property at Long Island, and came from thence
into East Haddam. I hired myself out at first to Timothy Chapman, for five weeks, the earnings of which I put up
carefully by me. After this I wrought for Abel Bingham about fix weeks.
I then put my money together and purchased of said Bingham ten acres of land, lying at Haddam neck, where I
now reside. On this land I labored with great diligence for two years, and shortly after purchased six acres more of
land contiguous to my other. One year from that time I purchased seventy acres more of the same man, and paid
for it mostly with the produce of my other land.
Soon after I bought this last lot of land, I set up a comfortable dwelling house on my farm, and built it from the
produce thereof.
Shortly after I had much trouble and expence with my daughter Hannah, whose name has before been
mentioned in this account. She was married soon after I redeemed her, to one Isaac, a free negro, and shortly after
her marriage fell sick of a mortal disease; her husband, a dissolute and abandoned wretch, paid but little attention
to her in her illness.
I therefore thought it best to bring her to my house and nurse her there. I procured her all the aid mortals could
afford, but notwithstanding this she fell a prey to her disease, after a lingering and painful endurance of it.
The physician’s bills for attending her during her illness amounted to forty pounds.
Having reached my fifty-fourth year, a [ ]\fn{ This appears in the text and indicates a gap of uncertain length in the narrative
at this point} two negro men, one name William Jacklin, and the other Mingo. Mingo lived with me one year, and
having received his wages, run in debt to me eight dollars, for which he gave me his note. Presently after he tried
to run away from me without troubling himfelf to pay up his note, I procured a warrant, took him, and requested
him to go to Justice Throop’s of his own accord, but he refusing, I took him on my shoulders, and carried him
there, distant about two miles. The justice asking me if I had my prisoner’s note with me, and replying that I had
not, he told m that I must return with him and get it.
Accordingly, I carried Mingo back on my shoulders, but before we arrived at my dwelling, he complained of
being hurt, and asked me if this was not a hard way of treating our fellow creatures. I answered him that it would
be hard thus to treat our honeft fellow creatures. He then told me that if I would let him off my shoulders, he had a
pair of silver shoe-buckles, on[e] shirt and a pocket handkerchief, which he would turn out to me. I agreed, and let
him return home with me on foot; but the very following night, he slipped from me, stole my horse and has never
paid me even his note.
The o[t]her negro man, Jacklin, being a comb-maker by trade, he requested me to set him up, and promised to
reward me well with his labor. Accordingly I bought him a set of tools for making combs, and procured him stock.
He worked at my house for about one year, and then run away from me with all his combs, and owed me for all
his board.
Since my residence at Haddam neck, I have owned of boats, canoes and sail vessels, not less than twenty.
These I mostly employed in the fishing and trafficking business, and in these occupations I have been cheated out
of confiderable money by people whom I traded with taking advantage of my ignorance of numbers.
About twelve years ago, I hired a whale-boat and four black men, and proceeded to Long Island after a load of
round clams. Having arrived there, I first purchased of James Webb, son of Orange Webb, six hundred and sixty
clams, and afterwards, with the help of my men, finished loading my boat. The same evening, however, this Webb
stole my boat, and went in her to Connecticut river, and sold her cargo for his own benefit. I thereupon pursued
him, and at length, after an additional expence of nine crowns, recovered the boat; but for the proceeds of her
cargo I never could obtain any compensation.
Four years after, I met with another loss, far superior to this in value, and I think by no less wicked means.
Being going to New London with a grandchild, I took passage in an Indian’s boat, and went there with him. On
our return, the Indian took on board two hogsheads of molasses, one of which belonged to Capt. Elisha Hart of
Saybrooh, to be delivered on his wharf. When we arrived there, and while I was gone, at the request of the Indian,
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to inform Captain Hart of his arrival, and receive the freight for him, one hogshead of the molasses had been lost
overboard by the people in attempting to land it on the wharf.
Although I was absent at the time, and had no concern whatever in the business as was known to a number of
respectable witnesses, I was nevertheless prosecuted by this conscientious gentleman, (the Indian not being able
to pay for it) and obliged to pay upwards of ten pounds lawful money, with all the costs of court.
I applied to several gentlemen for counsel in this affair, and they advised me, as my adversary was rich, and
threatened to carry the matter from court to court till it would cost me more than the first damages would be, to
pay the sun and submit to the injury; which I accordingly did, and he has often since insultingly taunted me with
my unmerited misfortune.
Such a proceeding as this, committed on a defenceless stranger, almost worn out in the hard service of the
world, without any foundation in reason or justice, whatever it may be called in a christian land, would in my
native country have been branded as a crime equal to highway robbery. But Captain Hart was a white gentleman,
and I a poor African, therefore it was all right, and good enough for the black dog.
*
I am now sixty nine years old. Though once strait and tall, measuring without shoes six feet one inch and [an]
half, and every way well proportioned, I am now bowed down with age and hardfhip. My strength which was
once equal if not superior to any man whom I have ever seen, is now\fn{ The text has: not} enfeebled so that life is a
burden, and it is with fatigue that I can walk a couple of miles, stooping over my staff. Other griefs are still
behind;\fn{He probably means ahead} on account of which some aged people, at least, will pity me. My eyesight has
gradually failed, till I am almoft blind, and whenever I go abroad one of my grandchildren muft direct my way;
befides for many years I have been much pained and troubled with an ulcer on one of my legs.
But amidst all my griefs and pains, I have many consolations; Meg, the wife of my youth, is still alive. My
freedom is a privilege which nothing else can equal. Notwithstanding all the losses I have suffered by fire, by the
injustice of knaves, by the cruelty and oppression of false hearted friends, and the perfidy of my own countrymen
whom I have assisted and redeemed from bondage, I am now possessed of more than one hundred acres of land,
and three habitable dwelling houses.
It gives me joy to think that I have and that I deserve so good a character, especially for truth and integrity.
While I am now looking to the grave as my home, my joy for this world would be full—IF my children, Cuff
for whom I paid two hundred dollars when a boy, and Solomon who was born soon after I purchased his\fn{In the
text: him} mother—If Cuff and Solomon—O! that they had walked in the way of their father.
But a father’s lips are closed in silence and in grief!—Vanity of vanities, all is vanity!
281.180 Bars Fight\fn{by Lucy Terry Prince (c.1740-1821)} “West Africa”, Nigeria? (F) 1\fn{The poem is about an Indian
attack (1746) on two white families of Deerfield, Massachusetts; the author was still a slave at the time. “Bars” is a colonial term for
meadow:H}

August ’twas the twenty-fifth,
Seventeen hundred forty-six;
The Indians did in ambush lay,
Some very valiant men to slay,
The names of whom I’ll not leave out.
Samuel Allen like a hero sout,
And though he was so brave and bold,
His face no more shalt we behold
Eleazer\fn{The text has: Eteazer} Hawks was killed outright,
Before he had time to fight,—
Before he did the Indians see,
Was shot and killed immediately.
Oliver Amsden he was slain,
Which caused his friends much grief and pain.
Simeon Amsden they found dead,
Not many rods distant from his head.
Adonijah Gillett we do hear
Did lose his life which was so dear.
John Sadler fled across the water,
And thus escaped the dreadful slaughter.
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Eunice Allen see the Indians coming,
And hopes to save herself by running,
And had not her petticoats stopped her,
The awful creatures had not catched her,
Nor tommy hawked her on the head,
And left her on the ground for dead.
Young Samuel Allen, Oh lack-a-day!
Was taken and carried to Canada.
45.98 & 90.204 Excerpts from The Interesting Narrative Of The Life Of Olaudah Equiano Or Gustavus Vassa,
The African: 1. “The Slave Ship” 2. “The Petty Traders”\fn{by Olaudah Equiano (1745-1797)} Essaka, “an Ibo
village (not now known) in the Benin Province of present-day Nigeria”; elsewhere, “to a family of high social
standing in the Igbo agricultural sociey of Essaka, a village or town in what is known today as Igboland, Nigeria”
(M) 5
1
… The first object which saluted my eyes when I arrived on the coast was the sea, and a slave ship, which was
then riding at anchor and waiting for its cargo. These filled me with astonishment, which was soon converted into
terror when I was carried on board. I was immediately handled and tossed up to see if I were sound by some of
the crew, and I was now persuaded that I had gotten into a world of bad spirits and that they were going to kill me.
Their complexions, too, differing so much from ours, their long hair and the language they spoke (which was very
different from any I had ever heard) united to confirm me in this belief. Indeed, such were the horrors of my
views and fears at the moment that if ten thousand worlds had been my own I would have freely parted with them
all to have exchanged my condition with that of the meanest slave in my own country. When I looked round the
ship too and saw a large furnace of copper boiling, and a multitude of black people of every description chained
together, every one of their countenances expressing dejection and sorrow, I no longer doubted of my fate; and
quite overpowered with horror and anguish, I fell motionless on the deck and fainted.
When I recovered a little I found some black people about me, who I believed were some of those who had
brought me on board and had been receiving their pay. They talked to me in order to cheer me, but all in vain. I
asked them if we were not to be eaten by those white men with horrible looks, red faces, and long hair. They told
me I was not: and one of the crew brought me a small portion of spirituous liquor in a wine glass, but being afraid
of him I would not take it out of his hand. One of the blacks therefore took it from him and gave it to me, and I
took a little down my palate, which, instead of reviving me as they thought it would, threw me into the greatest
consternation at the strange feeling it produced, having never tasted any such liquor before. Soon after this, the
blacks who brought me on board went off and left me abandoned to despair.
I now saw myself deprived of all chance of returning to my native country, or even the least glimpse of hope of
gaining the shore, which I now considered as friendly; and I even wished for my former slavery in preference to
my present situation, which was filled with horrors of every kind, still heightened by my ignorance of what I was
to undergo. I was not long suffered to indulge my grief. I was soon put down under the decks, and there I received
such a salutation in my nostrils as I had never experienced in my life: so that, with the loathsomeness of the
stench and crying together, I became so sick and low that I was not able to eat, nor had I the least desire to taste
any thing. I now wished for the last friend, death, to relieve me; but soon, to my grief, two of the white men
offered me eatables, and on my refusing to eat, one of them held me fast by the hands and laid me across, I think,
the windlass, and tied my feet, while the other flogged me severely.
I had never experienced anything of this kind before, and although not being used to the water I naturally
feared that element the first time I saw it, yet nevertheless, could I have got over the nettings, I would have
jumped over the side, but I could not; and besides, the crew used to watch us very closely who were not chained
down to the decks lest we should leap into the water, and I have seen some of these poor African prisoners most
severely cut for attempting to do so, and hourly whipped for not eating. This indeed was often the case with
myself.
In a little time after, amongst the poor chained men I found some of my own nation, which in a small degree
gave ease to my mind. I inquired of these what was to be done with us? They gave me to understand we were to
be carried to these white people’s country to work for them. I then was a little revived, and thought if it were no
worse than working my situation was not so desperate; but still I feared I should be put to death, the white people
looked and acted, as I thought, in so savage a manner. For I had never seen among any people such instances of
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brutal cruelty, and this not only shown towards us blacks, but also to some of the whites themselves. One white
man in particular I saw, when we were permitted to be on deck, flogged so unmercifully with a large rope near the
foremast that he died in consequence of it, and they tossed him over the side as they would have done a brute.
This made me fear these people the more, and I expected nothing less than to be treated in the same manner.
I could not help expressing my fears and apprehensions to some of my countrymen. I asked them if these
people had no country, but lived in this hollow place (the ship)? They told me they did not, but came from a
distant one.
“Then,” said I, “how comes it in all our country we never heard of them?”
They told me, because they lived so very far off. I then asked where were their women? Had they any like
themselves? I was told they had.
“And why,” said I, “do we not see them?”
They answered, because they were left behind. I asked how the vessel could go? They told me they could not
tell, but that there was cloth put upon the masts by the help of the ropes I saw, and then the vessel went on; and
the white men had some spell or magic they put in the water when they liked in order to stop the vessel. I was
exceedingly amazed at this account, and really thought they were spirits. I therefore wished much to be from
amongst them, for I expected they would sacrifice me. But my wishes were vain, for we were so quartered that it
was impossible for any of us to make our escape.
While we stayed on the coast I was mostly on deck, and one day, to my great astonishment, I saw one of these
vessels coming in with the sails up. As soon as the whites saw it they gave a great shout, at which we were
amazed, and the more so as the vessel appeared larger by approaching nearer. At last she came to an anchor in my
sight, and when the anchor was let go I and my countrymen who saw it were lost in astonishment to observe the
vessel stop, and were now convinced it was done by magic. Soon after this the other ship got her boats out, and
they came on board of us, and the people of both ships seemed very glad to see each other. Several of the
strangers also shook hands with us black people and made motions with their hands signifying, I suppose, we
were to go to their country, but we did not understand them.
At last when the ship we were in had got in all her cargo, they made ready with many fearful noises and we
were all put under deck, so that we could not see how they managed the vessel. But this disappointment was the
least of my sorrows. The stench of the hold while we were on the coast was so intolerably loathsome that it was
dangerous to remain there for any time, and some of us had been permitted to stay on the deck for the fresh air;
but now that the whole ship’s cargo were confined together it became absolutely pestilential. The closeness of the
place and the heat of the climate, added to the number in the ship, which was so crowded that each had scarcely
room to turn himself, almost suffocated us. This produced copious perspirations, so that the air soon became unfit
for respiration from a variety of loathsome smells, and brought on a sickness among the slaves, of which many
died—thus falling victims to the improvident avarice, as I may call it, of their purchasers.
This wretched situation was again aggravated by the galling of the chains, now became insupportable, and the
filth of the necessary tubs, into which the children often fell and were almost suffocated. The shrieks of the
women and the groans of the dying rendered the whole a scene of horror almost inconceivable. Happily perhaps,
for myself, I was soon reduced so low here that it was thought necessary to keep me almost always on deck, and
from my extreme youth I was not put in fetters. In this situation I expected every hour to share the fate of my
companions, some of whom were almost daily brought upon deck at the point of death, which I began to hope
would soon put an end to my miseries. Often did I think many of the inhabitants of the deep much more happy
than myself. I envied them the freedom they enjoyed and as often wished I could change my condition for theirs.
Every circumstance I met with served only to render my state more painful, and heightened my apprehensions and
my opinion of the cruelty of the whites.
One day they had taken a number of fishes, and when they had killed and satisfied themselves with as many as
they thought fit, to our astonishment who were on deck, rather than give any of them to us to eat, as we expected,
they tossed the remaining fish into the sea again although we begged and prayed for some as well as we could, but
in vain; and some of my countrymen, being pressed to hunger, took an opportunity when they thought no one saw
them of trying to get a little privately; but they were discovered, and the attempt procured them some very severe
floggings.
One day, when we had a smooth sea and moderate wind, two of my wearied countrymen who were chained
together (I was near them at the time) preferring death to such a life of misery, somehow made through the
nettings and jumped into the sea: immediately, another quite dejected fellow, who, on account of his illness, was
suffered to be out of irons, also followed their example; and I believe many more would very soon have done the
same if they had not been prevented by the ship’s crew, who were instandy alarmed. Those of us that were the
most active were in a moment put down under the deck, and there was such a noise and confusion amongst the
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people of the ship as I never heard before, to stop her and get the boat out to go after the slaves. However two of
the wretches were drowned, but they got the other and afterwards flogged him unmercifully for thus attempting to
prefer death to slavery.
In this manner we continued to undergo more hardships than I can now relate, hardships which are inseparable
from this accursed trade. Many a time we were near suffocation from the want of fresh air, which we were often
without for whole days together. This, and the stench of the necessary tubs, carried off many.
During our passage I first saw flying fishes, which surprised me very much. They used frequently to fly across
the ship and many of them fell on the deck. I also now first saw the use of the quadrant. I had often with astonishment seen the mariners make observations with it and I could not think what it meant. They at last took notice of
my surprise, and one of them, willing to increase it as well as to gratify my curiosity, made me one day look
through it. The clouds appeared to me to be land, which disappeared as they passed along. This heightened my
wonder, and I was now more persuaded than ever that I was in another world, and that every thing about me was
magic.
At last we came in sight of the island of Barbados, at which the whites on board gave a great shout and made
many signs of joy to us. We did not know what to think of this, but as the vessel drew nearer we plainly saw the
harbor and other ships of different kinds and sizes, and we soon anchored amongst them off Bridgetown. Many
merchants and planters now came on board, though it was in the evening. They put us in separate parcels and
examined us attentively. They also made us jump, and pointed to the land, signifying we were to go there. We
thought by this we should be eaten by these ugly men, as they appeared to us, and when, soon after, we were all
put down under the deck again, there was much dread and trembling among us and nothing but bitter cries to be
heard all the night from these apprehensions, insomuch that at last the white people got some old slaves from the
land to pacify us. They told us we were not to be eaten but to work, and were soon to go on land where we should
see many of our country people. This report eased us much. And sure enough, soon after we were landed there
came to us Africans of all languages.
We were conducted immediately to the merchant’s yard, where we were all pent up together like so many
sheep in a fold, without regard to sex or age. As every object was new to me, everything I saw filled me with
surprise. What struck me first was that the houses were built with bricks and storeys, and in every other respect
different from those I had seen in Africa, but I was still more astonished on seeing people on horseback. I did not
know what this could mean and, indeed, I thought these people were full of nothing but magical arts. While I was
in this astonishment, one of my fellow-prisoners spoke to a countryman of his about the horses, who said they
were the same kind they had in their country. I understood them, though they were from a distant part of Africa,
and I thought it odd I had not seen any horses there. But afterwards when I came to converse with different
Africans, I found they had many horses amongst them and much larger than those I then saw.
We were not many days in the merchant's custody before we were sold after their usual manner, which is this:
On a signal given (as the beat of a drum) the buyers rush at once into the yard where the slaves are confined, and
make choice of that parcel they like best. The noise and clamor with which this is attended, and the eagerness
visible in the countenances of the buyers, serve not a little to increase the apprehension of terrified Africans, who
may well be supposed to consider them as the ministers of that destruction to which they think themselves
devoted. In this manner, without scruple, are relations and friends separated, most of them never to see each other
again. I remember, in the vessel in which I was brought over, in the men’s apartment, there were several brothers
who, in the sale, were sold in different lots, and it was very moving on this occasion to see and hear their cries at
parting.
O, ye nominal Christians! Might not an African ask you, learned you this from your God, who says unto you—
do unto all men as you would men should do unto you? Is it not enough that we are torn from our country and
friends to toil for your luxury and lust of gain? Must every tender feeling be likewise sacrificed to your avarice?
Are the dearest friends and relations, now rendered more dear by their separation from their kindred, still to be
parted from each other, and thus prevented from cheering the gloom of slavery with the small comfort of being
together, and mingling their sufferings and sorrows? Why are parents to lose their children, brothers their sisters,
or husbands their wives? Surely, this is a new refinement in cruelty, which, while it has no advantage to atone for
it, thus aggravates distress and adds fresh horrors even to the wretchedness of slavery …
2
… After I had been sailing for some time with this captain, at length I endeavored to try my luck and commence merchant[iling]. I had but a very small capital to begin with, for one single half bit, which is equal to
threepence in England, made up my whole stock. However, I trusted to the Lord to be with me, and at one of our
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trips to St. Eustatia, a Dutch island, I bought a glass tumbler with my half bit, and when I came to Montserrat I
sold it for a bit, or sixpence. Luckily we made several successive trips to St. Eustatia (which was a general mart
for the West Indies, about twenty leagues from Montserrat), and in our next, finding my tumbler so profitable,
with this one bit I bought two tumblers more; and when I came back I sold them for two bits, equal to a shilling
sterling. When we went again, I bought with these two bits four more of these glasses, which I sold for four bits
on our return to Montserrat. And in our next voyage to St. Eustatia, I bought two glasses with one bit, and with the
other three I bought a jug of Geneva,\fn{ Gin.} nearly about three pints in measure. When we came to Montserrat, I
sold the gin for eight bits and the tumblers for two, so that my capital now amounted in all to a dollar, well
husbanded and acquired in the space of a month or six weeks, when I blessed the Lord that I was so rich. As we
sailed to different islands I laid this money out in various things occasionally, and it used to turn out to very good
account, especially when we went to Guadaloupe, Grenada, and the rest of the French islands.
Thus was I going all about the islands upwards of four years, and ever trading as I went, during which I
experienced many instances of ill usage, and have seen many injuries done to other negroes in our dealings with
whites. And, amidst our recreations, when we have been dancing and merry-making, they, without cause, have
molested and insulted us. Indeed, I was more than once obliged to look up to God on high, as I had advised the
poor fisherman some time before. And I had not been long trading for myself in the manner I have related above,
when I experienced the like trial in company with him as follows:
This man being used to the water was upon an emergency put on board of us by his master, to work as another
hand on a voyage to Santa Cruz, and at our sailing he had brought his little all for a venture, which consisted of
six bits worth of limes and oranges in a bag. I had also my whole stock, which was about twelve bits worth of the
same kind of goods, separate in two bags, for we had heard these fruits sold well in that island. When we came
there, in some little convenient time he and I went ashore to sell them. But we had scarcely landed when we were
met by two white men, who presently took our three bags from us. We could not at first guess what they meant to
do, and for some time we thought they were jesting with us, but they too soon let us know otherwise for they took
our ventures immediately to a house hard by\fn{ Nearby.} and adjoining the fort, while we followed all the way
begging them to give us our fruits, but in vain. They not only refused to return them, but swore at us and
threatened if we did not immediately depart they would flog us well. We told them these three bags were all we
were worth in the world and that we brought them with us to sell when we came from Montserrat, and showed
them the vessel. But this was rather against us, as they now saw we were strangers as well as slaves. They still
therefore swore and desired us to be gone, and even took sticks to beat us; while we, seeing they meant what they
said, went off in the greatest confusion and despair.
Thus in the very minute of gaining more by three times than I ever did by any venture in my life before, was I
deprived of every farthing I was worth. An unsupportable misfortune! But how to help ourselves we knew not. In
our consternation we went to the commanding officer of the fort and told him how we had been served by his
people, but we obtained not the least redress. He answered our complaints only by a volley of imprecations
against us, and immediately took a horse-whip in order to chastise us so that we were obliged to turn out much
faster than we came in.
I now, in the agony of distress and indignation, wished that the ire of God in his forked lightning might transfix
these cruel oppressors among the dead. Still, however, we persevered, went back again to the house, and begged
and besought them again and again for our fruits, till at last some other people that were in the house asked if we
would be contented if they kept one bag and gave us the other two. We, seeing no remedy whatever, consented to
this; and they, observing one bag to have both kinds of fruit in it which belonged to my companion, kept that; and
the other two, which were mine, they gave us back. As soon as I got them, I ran as fast as I could and got the first
negro man I could to help me off.
My companion, however, stayed a little longer to plead. He told them the bag they had was his, and likewise
all that he was worth in the world; but this was of no avail, and he was obliged to return without it. The poor old
man, wringing his hands, cried bitterly for his loss; and, indeed, he then did look up to God on high, which so
moved me in pity for him that I gave him nearly one-third of my fruits.
We then proceeded to the markets to sell them, and Providence was more favorable to us than we could have
expected for we sold our fruits uncommonly well. I got for mine about thirty-seven bits. Such a surprising reverse
of fortune in so short a space of time seemed like a dream, and proved no small encouragement for me to trust the
Lord in any situation. My captain afterwards frequently used to take my part and get me my right when I have
been plundered or used ill by these tender Christian depredators, among whom I have shuddered to observe the
unceasing blasphemous execrations which are wantonly thrown out by persons of all ages and conditions, not
only without occasion, but even as if they were indulgencies and pleasure …
27

193.1 The Diary Of Antera Duke\fn{by Antera Duke aka Ntiero Duke (c.1750?(M) 20

)}

Calabar, Cross River State, Nigeria

1/18/1785
About 6 a.m. I was at Aqua Landing (Big Beach);\fn{ Presumably somewhere along the present marina of Duke Town,
founded some time after 1748 almost at the mouth of the Calabar River, very near Cameroon, for the purpose of monopolizing, as much as
possible, the European trade in that part of what is now Nigeria } it was a fine morning so I walked with the Ekpe\fn{ Leopard}
men to Etutim’s. So he gave us one rod\fn{ The Efik formerly had a currency of copper and iron rods and copper wire } and one
small case of bottle brandy. Soon afterwards we got all the Ekpe men to go to the Ekpe bush\fn{ A plot of land
belonging to the Ekpe Society (the most important men’s association, which acted as the executive government of the Efik tribe,
promulgating and enforcing laws by capital punishment, fines or trade boycotts, judging important cases, recovering debt, and protecting
property)} to discuss the Egbo Young and Little Otto palaver. Egbo Young paid one goat and 4 rods and Little Otto
paid 4 rods.\fn{Indicating that Young lost the case, the goat providing the meat for a feast for everyone concerned, signifying that both
parties accept the judgement, bear no ill-will to one anther or the judges, and will comply with the decision. The rods are fees paid by both
parties to have the case adjudicated} All the Ekpe men came down to discuss matters with Duke and joined together to
put money for 20 men. In all 64 men put money, 45 for Duke’s family and 19 for another family.\fn{ This passage
refers to the number of fees received from new initiates to the Ekpe Society }

1/21/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing; a fine morning so I went to Captain Savage to get goods [to be exchanged] for
slaves.\fn{By the beginning of the eighteenth century this area of Africa, known as Old Calabar, had become a well-known minor trading
centre for slaves. The method of trade formerly practised in the Bight of Biafra was known as 'trust trade' and involved the giving of trade
articles by a European trader to a native chief of good repu- tation, who would use them to purchase a specified quota of slaves. The articles
given included such things as copper bars, knives, rum, gin, basins, tankards, beads, locks, mirrors, guns, powder, and shot. Smith {Trade
and Travels in the Gulph of Guinea, 1851, p. 187) remarks: “Few things astonish a white man so much on a first visit to this place on a
trading expedition, as the amount of goods solicited by and entrusted to this people. With the utmost confidence a fellow nearly naked will
ask you for three, or four, or even five thousand pounds worth of goods on credit, and individuals are often trusted to that amount. I have
trusted more than one man with goods, the returns of which were worth between two and three thousand pounds. Not one in ten however
that asks for trust is worthy of credit to the amount of so many farthings. Some few of the chiefs are really splendid merchants. Hard in
making their bargains, but strict in their payments they approach very near, in their commercial transactions, to their brethren of Europe and
the civilized parts of Asia and America.”}

1/25/1785
About 4 a.m. I went to Eyo Willy Honesty’s\fn{A renowned Efik warrior-chief of Cfreek Town (d.1820) who
obtained his European name through scrupulous fairness in his trading with Europeans} house and we walked up
to see Willy Honesty in his yard.\fn{The compound of a chief consisted of several rectangular rooms and courtyards surrounded by
a high wall of wattle and daub, the sloping roofs of which were composed of rectangular thatch mats attached to a framework of poles.
Slaves and loyal retainers inhabited the outermost courtyard to protect the chief in case of any surreptitious assault on the compound, the
chief living in one of the inner courtyards, another being used by his wives } So he killed a big goat for us.\fn{ In accordancewith
Efik hospitality, which requires the provision of food and drink for visitors, the refusal to offer food and drink amounting to an insult to his
guests} Soon after we walked up to see our town and took one great gun\fn{ The Efik fortified the beach with cannon and
also fired cannon at funeral obsequies or to salute the arrival of European ships } to put in a canoe for two of Egbo Young’s men

to bring home to Aqua Landing. So we went together to Henshaw Town and came back; and at 3 o’clock
[after]noon we and everybody went to present gifts to Eyo Willy Honesty’s daughter\fn{ Probably on account of her
ceremonial coming-of-age to womanhood from childhood, a public celebration of which is required of her family, relatives and friends }
1496 rods besides cloth, gunpowder, and iron. So we played\fn{ I.e., enjoyed all forms of entertainment, music and dancing,
whether performed individually or as a group} all day until night.
1/28/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; a fine morning so I worked in my small yard. At 2 o’clock afternoon we two go
aboard Captain Small’s [ship]\fn{ Possibly Captain Smale, who commanded the Hawke out of Liverpool in 1780; shipes are usually
referred to in the diary by the name of their captains } with three slaves. So he takes two and we came back.
1/29/1785
About 6 a.m. and a fine morning; so I worked in my small yard all morning and at 2 o’clock [after]noon we
went to Captain Brown to take goods for slaves and came back.
1/30/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; a foggy morning, so I was going to work in my little yard, but at the same time
we and Tom Aqua and John Aqua joined together to catch men.\fn{ The Efik purchased slaves from neighboring towns with
which they had established ttrade relaqtions, but also went on war expeditions to capture slaves from other villages, and also enslawved
members of their own tribe guilty of theft or adultery}

2/2/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a very foggy morning, so I was going to work in my little yard. After that
Duke and all of us went to King Ekpe to share Ekpe money for 40 men.\fn{More initiation-fee money:H} After
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that we came away.
2/5/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a little morning fog, so I went down to the landing; after … noon we three
went to Egbo Young’s house “Liverpool Hall”\fn{ Important chiefs possessed two-storey wooden houses. Although prior to the
Church of Scotland Mission (established in 1846) no Europeans had resided in Efik towns for any appreciable length of time, for some
considerable time before the missions a number of Efik had kept business records written in English. Williams {History of the Liverpool
Privateers, &c., pp. 541-549) gives the contents of several letters, the earliest example being dated 1773, writen by Efik in Calabar to
Liverpool merchants; and Crow (Memoirs of the late Captain Hugh Crow of Liverpool, 1830, pp. 285-286) remarked that “at Calabar, the
duke and a considerable number of his men can speak tolerably good broken English, and even write merchantile letters sufficiently
explicit and intelligible on ordinary affairs.” } to share three kegs of gunpowder. Soon we hear the news that a ship is

coming up [the river] so we run for the landing to get five guns ready to fire. At the same time we see a little
canoe coming and he tells us he is Captain Loosdam’s tender.
2/14/1785
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a great morning fog; so I saw my Boostam yam canoe coming home with
yams. So I gave Captain Savage 1,000 yams for 100 copper [rods] and at midnight Captain Brown’s tender goes
away with 430 slaves.
2/15/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a little morning fog; so we go on board Captain Loosdam’s tender and
come back. At 10 o’clock afternoon we hear that Loosdam’s tender has gone away with 230 slaves.
2/23/1785
I go on board Captain Loosdam to break book\fn{ Establish a trading agreement; the term derives from the European trader
opening his account book to enter the transaction } for three slaves. So I make an agreement for one slave with Captain
Savage and I take goods for slaves from Captain Brown and come back.
3/6/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a fine morning, so we make all the Ekpe men and Egbo Young go to
Henshaw Town to get Ekpe money. At two o’clock afternoon Duke sends his wife to call us. She says that Captain
Loosdam has sent his mate to tell Duke about a new ship coming. So I and Esin go aboard Captain Loosdam to
find out. So we see the new ship’s mate on board and we ask him where the ship is. He says in Parrot
Island,\fn{With regard to which, Hutchinson (Impressions of Western Africa, 1858, p. 112) relates: “A curious superstition is connected
with Parrot Island, and is observed with religious punctuality by the natives of Old Calabar, on the occasion of need arising for its
performance. Whenever a scarcity of European trading ships exists, or is apprehended, the Duke Town authorities are accustomed to take
an albino child of their own race, and offer it up as a sacrifice at Parrot Island, to the God of the white man. This they do because the island
is in view of the sea … over which the God of the nations that sent them articles of European manufracture is supposed to preside. The last
sacrifice of this kind was made within the past year.” } so we come ashore and at 7 o’clock at night all the Ekpe men come

back. They say that Henshaw Town has put money for 19 men, Cobham Town for 5 men, and one for the Guinea
Company Ekpe.
3/7/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a fine morning, so I go down to the landing. After 10 a.m. we go
chop\fn{Have a meal} at Egbo Young’s house “Liverpool Hall” and after 12 noon the new ship’s mate comes to
tell us that he will not come here but go to Cameroons. So Duke says, “Very well, go away please.”\fn{ Thus
indicating his irritation at losing the customs fees which he would have received if the ship had remained to trade at Duke Town; for, in
addition to exchanging goods for slaves, all European ships had to pay a duty to Efik chiefs for the privilege of trading, the tarrif of which
being regulated by the registered tonnage of the ship}

3/12/1785
About 6 a.m. in Aqua Landing, and a very rainy morning; so I go down with Esin to see Duke in his palaver
house. Then we get Willy Honesty to meet at Duke’s house with all the gentlemen to discuss the business of the
new ship’s captain. So we write to ask him to come ashore, but he says he will not come ashore. Then we three go
aboard his ship to ask him and his answer is that he will not stay in our river. So we come ashore and tell all the
gentlemen, and they say: “Very well, he may go away, please go.”
3/23/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a fine morning; so 1 went to see Duke in his yard. We took all our yams and
rods for Ekpe yams for the Guinea Company to share. Soon after the Duke got his life [saved] from powder
because of his yellow wife Pip.\fn{ I.e., saved him from being killed by a gunpowder explosion. The Efik were often careless in
storing gunpowder. Waddell (Twenty-nine Years in the West Indies and Central Africa, 1863, p. 381) reports an explosion in the Duke Town
market in 1846 in which several people were killed and many more injured } So all of us go to give him coppers for that. At the

same time we see that the small Bristol ship is coming again.
4/11/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a fine morning; so I go down to the landing. I see nothing all day but at 7
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o’clock at night I see two of my people come that I had sent to find Ephraim Aqua Bakassey and they say that the
canoe overturned in water and everything is lost including the canoe.\fn{ A common occurrence on the Calabar River. It
used to be that any canoes carrying any type of ceremonial play or a corpse always had the new leaves of the oil-palm tree hanging from
the bow to prevent supernatural power from capsizing it}

4/12/1785
At 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a fine morning, so I walk up the market path and come down to see Duke.
Soon after we hear that Duke blew Ekpe\fn{ I.e., caused an adverse judgement to be handed down } on one of his sons
named Egbo Abasi, but that son does not obey Ekpe; so we went to the Ekpe Bush to call Ekpe to come and we
killed one of his mother’s goats.\fn{In spite of the sons’ refusal to acknowledge Ekpe tribal law}
4/21/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a fine morning; so at 12 o’clock noon we three go aboard the Brown. We beg
him to “trust” for slaves but he will not. After that we come back. Esin Duke came home from Orroup\fn{ I.e., the
Ododop tribe, who inhabit the southern Cameroons } with seven slaves, and my fisherman came home with slaves and
Robin sent me one girl and my first boy came from Curcock\fn{ The Efik town, Ikot Offiong } with slaves and at
midnight we went to Savage’s [ship].
4/22/1785
At 5 a.m. in Coffee Duke’s canoe we came alongside Captain Savage. So we got together to settle everything
we owed him and he gave Crim one very big gun and dash us.\fn{ I.e., gave us rum} So we came away and he left for
Parrot Island.
4/30/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; there was a little morning rain, so I got all the captains to come ashore. I was a
little sick so I did not drink any mimbo\fn{The fermented juice of the palm-wine tree } all day. Before night I heard that
Coffee Duke had killed a goat for Egbo Young and Crim’s “play”.\fn{ See under 1/25/1785}
5/9/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing; a fine morning so I go down to the landing. After that I see Duke make doctor\fn{ A
pidgin-English term denoting any type of sacrifice, oath-swearing, or any form of “medicine” } for his god basin.\fn{Waddell (1863,
p. 381) states: “A little tree of a particular kind grew in every man’s yard. At the foot of it were one or two earthen pans, or basins,
containing a little water. Beside it were generally seen human skulls, and over it a land-turtle hanging to the tree. The water in the basins
was never emptied out, but every prayer-day a little more was added, and something like a prayer or wish expressed for safety, success, and
length of life. The basin was called God’s dish. It was said that they called on their fathers on these occasions. Sometimes prayer was made
over goats and fowls killed for friends arriving and leaving.” He also reports (p. 398) that the basins were discarded in 1849 at the behest of
King Eyo II, a son of the Eyo Willy Honesty mentioned in the diary. The custom no longer survives among the Efik. However, an
analogous custom apparently occurs among the inhabitants of Uyanga Okposu, Calabar Province, who call themselves the Basanga } Soon

after we have a very rainy day.
5/10/1785
So I went to work at my cabin. After that I saw Sam Ambo carrying the Ekpe drum\fn{ Most probably a small
wooden drum with a skin head on which are painted various secret signs intelligible only to members of the Ekpe Society. A creditor could
appeal on it to the society to obtain payment from a debtor. A messenger carries the drum to the debtor together with a message summoning
him to appear at the palaver shed for ajdjudication of the case the appearance of such a drum signifies the importance and trustworthiness
of the messenger} to Dick Ephraim, because Ephraim Watt has sent [a message] to Dick Ephraim to pay what he

owes concerning Captain Morgan, but I stopped them.
5/14/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; a fine morning, so Duke sent to call us to go to Crim’s house to see what he
paid to Cameroon Backsider Bakassey for slaves, 560 coppers for all. So they “chopped doctor” about whether we
get slaves for Duke. So we made one canoe carry them home. All the Obong men went to Willy Honesty’s
Town.\fn{Creek Town}
5/24/1785
About 6 a.m. and a fine morning, so I go down to the landing to go aboard Captain Combesboch, I and Esin
and Egbo Young. We hear news about a new ship but do not believe it.
5/25/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning; Duke sends to call us to come about Captain, Osatam wanting
to go away. Soon after Duke and all of us go to Ephraim Offiong’s cabin to sacrifice to the old Calabar doctor
with a goat; at 3 o’clock afternoon we see that Captain Opter has arrived and we hear that Sam Cooper is in Seven
Fathoms Point so we three go down to our canoes.
5/26/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing; a fine morning so I go down to the landing. Afterwards I come up to work at my
cabin. Soon after I see Esin Duke bringing a new Captain with him to my cabin. He is Captain Combesboch and
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he says his ship is at Parrot Island. So we three dressed as white men and went down for his boat and one big
canoe to bring [his ship] up [the river].\fn{ Duke Town is situated about 20 miles from the Calabar River estuary; sheps anchored
off Parrot Island took on a native pilot, to steer it past the various islands and mud flats }
6/1/1785
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning. I see Duke’s son run to tell us that the Andony
people\fn{Who live on the creeks on the north side of the Calabar River estuary } are catching wives and won’t let any market
[canoes] go past but want to stop men because of the Old Town palaver. So I send Esin down to the landing and
Esin gets his canoe and I get Coffee Duke. So we go down in two great canoes and Egbo Young’s little canoe and
two of Cobham’s little canoes. Soon afterwards we see them at Seven Fathoms Point. So they run and my canoe
being first runs at them and they get away into the bush. So my canoe gets there at the same time, and [my] people
run into the bush and catch one man and two slaves and I take [them in] the canoe. So Esin’s canoe catches one
man, Egbo Young’s canoe and Ephraim Coffee’s brother catch one man. So we come home. After we get to town
we make Ebrow Opter’s cousin go to look for the seven men in the bush.
6/2/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning; so I go to the landing. Afterwards we went to Duke. Duke had a
talk with Bakassey and at 9 o’clock two new Captains came ashore. So we went on board the Opter with seven
canoes to arrange about duty. Awaw\fn{Entera Duke’s wife} came home with a dead slave from Orrup.
6/8/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Lahding; so we go on board the Cooper and come ashore about 8 having taken.\fn{ Excise
fees} Soon after we three send to see Eyo Willy Honesty about his not drinking doctor.\fn{ The Efik possess a magic
liquid known as mbiam which will kill anyone who swears a false oath. Each individual swears an mbiam oath that he will refrain from
cheating the other on elnalty of sickness or death caused by the oath medicine,the form usually being: “If I do such-and-such, mbiam, you
kill me.”} We three send him three jars of brandy. After 9 o’clock at night Esin Duke comes and tells me that

Archibong Duke’s sister named Mbong is dead. She was sick for eight days.
6/9/1785
At 5 a.m. we went to Archibong Duke’s yard and got people to make a grave in the same yard.\fn{ The dead are
buried wthin the compound in one of the rooms of the house. The Efik say that they do it in this way to prevent enemies from cutting off
the head to use it for magical purposes } After 10 o’clock we put her in the ground and fired three great guns. We see

Willy Honesty come to collect excise taxes on board the Opter and Cooper.
6/15/1785
About 5 I was lying in my bed when I heard Egbo Young call out for me; so we three go aboard the Cooper. I
get goods for 50 slaves for us three. Soon after we come back.
6/17/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing; it was a fine morning, so I go on board the Cooper and come ashore. I make an
agreement for two slaves with Captain Osatam. After 9 o’clock at night I sent 5 of my people to go to Yellow
Belly’s daughter, the mother of Dick Ebrow’s sister, to stop one of her house women from giving [any slaves] to
the ship, because her brother gave one of my fine girls, which I gave to my wife, to Captain Fairweather\fn{ In
December, 1778, Captain Fairweather in the Bellona captured a schooner loaded with seventy-five hogsheads of tobacco. In December,
1781, he sank the Nelly in the Grand Canaries with a cargo of 429 slaves, and one of the crew perished .} who did not pay me. So

that made me stop.
6/18/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning, so I go down to the landing after I had made doctor with one
goat at my father’s basin.
6/19/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing; a fine morning, so I go down to the landing; it was a very bad Sunday\fn{ To an Efik
a “bad day” is a day on which trouble or sadness occurs. In connection with “good” and “bad” days, the Efik believe that the first person
seen on a day fortells whether one will have a happy or a bad day. Those persons who bring an unlucky day are called “bad sight day,” and
are usually enemies. Such a person is feared, and if his voice is heard outside the house one usually remains inside to avoid seeing him }

because of what we owe Captain Tatam. Afterwards I go on board the Cooper.
6/20/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing; it was a fine morning, so I go on board the Cooper and then come ashore, and I
stop all day; from before 3 o’clock I did not eat anything until night. I gave a jug of brandy and 4 calabashes of
food to Archibong’s sister’s cry house.\fn{ Her mourning house, whiuch consists of relatives and friends who sleep on mats in the
compound. At dawn the women awaken and wail for about an hour, after which they disperse about their daily routines, reassembling in the
evening. This lasts for about a month, during which friends and relatives send food to the feed the guests }

6/21/1785
At 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; it was a fine morning, so I go on board the Cooper and Esin goes on board the
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Combesboch. We come ashore at 3 o’clock after noon. I sent a pound with Esin to give Combesboch to get 8
slaves to pay Captain Tatam. So I paid Tatam for all I owe him and at 7 o’clock I sent my brother Egbo Young to
Boostam to trade for slaves.
6/22/1785
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning; we saw that Captain Tatam was dropping down to … Parrot
Island.
6/23/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning, so we take Duke down to Tatam, I and Abasi among in one
canoe, Esin in one canoe, Duke in one canoe. All the Captains went down, so we get on board at 1 o’clock. Soon
after 3 o’clock we leave Duke on board and come back with Tatam himself and all the Captains.
6/24/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning, so we go on board the Combesboch. We get slaves to ransom
Duke’s pawn and some to ransom Ephraim Watt’s and Ephraim Aqua’s pawns. So we go down with Tom Cooper
and the Captain of the Combesboch tender and we get on board at 2 o’clock and settle everything and he gave
Duke and us 143 kegs of powder, and 984 coppers besides … 3 pieces of pocket Honesty\fn{ Handkerchiefs, the term
possibly derived from the color, which was unfading and thus “honest”} for us four and Duke. So we come ashore.
6/27/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning; so I get Abasi Cameroon Backsider and one of his boys to
take pawns to the ship, and I went on board the Cooper to give pawns and I gave him some goods and we drank
all day. Before night Captain Tatam went away with 395 slaves.
6/29/1785
At 4 a.m. we went with a play\fn{ Meaning this time, an actual play, most probably consisting of a number of drummers and
singers; but it may have been one of several constumed plays } to Archibong Duke’s yard because his sister had died. So he
killed a goat for us and after 10 o’clock in the morning we had the Ekpe run. At the same time I saw Egbo Young
coming to call me and I found him. Afterwards he said that young Tom Robin was dead after being sick for seven
days. My brother Hogan\fn{Identifying a person born at night} and Archibong Duke’s son went to Orroup.
7/7/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; it was a fine morning so I went down to the landing and after 10 o’clock I
went. on board Captain Collins to ask him why his mate was dropping down [the river]. He says that Captain
Combesboch begged him to stay a little longer because he wants to get some pawns out. So I took 2 jars of brandy
for myself and Esin and I sent Opter Antera to Enyong to trade for slaves.
7/11/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; it.was a very rainy morning. Captain Collins went over the river bar with 230
slaves and at 1 o’clock we went to Aqua\fn{ Three miles east of Duke Town } about King Aqua eating new yams. So we
four carried him four jugs of brandy as a present and he killed two goats for us and four calabashes of chop. Egbo
Young and Esin went home before we came home at 10 o’clock at night.
7/19/1875
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing; there was a little morning rain. We hear that Tom Robin’s family have cut men’s
heads off for young Tom.\fn{Tom Robin, Chief of Obutong, or Old Town, decapitated several slaves to honor his dead son. The Efik
sacrificed slaves at the death of an important freeman and believed that they accompanied him into the next world } After 10 o’clock
we, Duke and all the Captains go down about Captain Brivon’s business. After 4 o’clock we see one new ship
coming up, so we go aboard it. It is Captain Hughes come up at Seven Fathoms Point.
7/23/1985
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing; there was a little morning rain. I have the Cooper carpenter working for me.
Soon after I see all the Captains come ashore to take us on board, so all of us go with the King on board Captain
Fairweather to collect customs fees.
8/3/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning. So we went in Duke’s yard to discuss the dispute between
Coffee Sam Ephraim and his wife. Coffee Sam Ephraim’s sister came and fought with her brother’s wife, and
Duke and all of us were damn angry about that fight.
8/4/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning, so I go down to the landing. We see Jock Bakassey come to the
landing with the Grand Ekpe in a canoe.\fn{ I.e., with the costumed figure of the Nyamkpe grade of the Ekpe Society .} After a
little time we go down with two of Egbo Young’s drums to fetch up and carry Ekpe to the bush, and at 7 o’clock
at night I have all the Captains to supper at my house.
8/14/1785
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At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning, so I made six calabashes of Ekpe chop.\fn{ The food usually served
for initiations,etc., a dish prepared with large quantities of dried fish, yam, palm-oil, salt and pepper } Soon after 4 o’clock we
carried the Ekpe money to Duke’s palaver house to share it among all the old Ekpe men. I put money for three
men, Esin Duke put money for three men, Egbo Young for two men, Ephraim Aqua for one man, Hogan Antera
for one man. We have heavy rain all night.
8/29/1785
At 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; there is a little morning rain. So I go on board the Fairweather to fetch his joiner to
make windows\fn{The traditional Efik houses lacked windows. Slaves were never permitted to have windows if they owned a house
for fear that the might observe some Ekpe Society secret } for my big house. We have a bad Sunday because Egbo Young
Offiong is not well.
8/30/1785
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning, so I go to see Egbo Young because of his sickness. I have the
joiner working for me all day. We have supper with all the Captains at Esin’s house.
9/8/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning, so I go on board ship and come back. I gave King Up
Tabow besides chop, and I killed a goat and gave him and his people about 30 coppers besides mimbo and brandy.
So they played all day until night. I made Robert Enyong’s father’s house drink doctor with Robert and sent him
to trade at Enyong. All Cobham town gives Ekpe money for 12 New Town Ekpe, 4 for Guinea Company and Old
Town Ekpe.
9/18/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; it was a fine morning, so I went down to the landing. I went on board the
Cooper and found Egbo Young. He tells me that not one Captain is aboard for all have gone down to catch fish
with Willy Tom Robin. So we come ashore soon afterwards and Esin came to eat with me and drink mimbo.
9/26/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; it was a fine morning so I went down to the landing and after 5 o’clock Esin
and I went on board the Opter but Esin went away before me. At the same time I and Captain Opter saw one ship
coming up from Seven Fathoms Point. Soon we came ashore and I ran to tell Captain Fairweather. So we go down
to the landing and get a canoe to go down with Captains Fairweather, Hughes, Combesboch, Opter, and
Williams.\fn{A James Williams, Captain of the Neptune, obtaied 350 slaves from Old Calabar in 1799 (so Williams, 1897, p. 684); in
January 1769, Captain Williams of the Nancy, Liverpool, was plundered by natives at New Calabar after the slaves mutinied aboard his
ship (so Williams, 1897, p. 549) } After 7 o’clock at night all five captains get on board with us. He is Captain Overton

and tender for Captain Fairweather. Soon after we came up the river and came ashore to supper at my house with
those Captains and they went on board at 10 o’clock in a great rain.
9/27/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; it was a fine morning. We hear that Tom Salt or Captain Andrew’s people are
fighting with Combesboch’s long boat. Captain Opter, the Captain of the tender, and Combesboch’s Captain of the
tender went down the river in the long boat to look for the boat which the Combesboch people had taken from his
mate, and they got away with goods for fifteen slaves. So Tom Salt or Captain Andrew fought with the Captains
and the people got the Captain out of the boat. One captain took thirty-two men and one woman from them and
brought them back. Then all of us went to meet Duke and hear what he intends to do about it.
10/3/1785
… so I got together goods for Calabar Antera to go to Cameroons. Soon after that we three put our heads
together and settle what we think to do and at 7 o’clock at night I put the things in Egbo Young’s big canoe and at
midnight I sailed to go to Curcock.
10/4/1785
About 4 o’clock I was in Egbo Young’s canoe at Seven Fathoms Point and saw one Egbo Sherry fishing in a
small canoe. So 1 gave him a drink of brandy and he gave me some fish. After 2 o’clock there was great rain all
day until 9 o’clock.
10/5/1785
About 5 a.m. in Duke’s canoe [I went] to Tom Curcock’s house. I came ashore at Willy Curcock’s old market
place. I made my people get chop here soon after we came up. After 1 o’clock noon I went from old Curcock
landing, and at the lame time I saw my brother Egbo Young, Bob, and Apandam who came down all in one canoe.
Then 1 walked up with 4 rods and one case of bottled brandy to give to Andam Curcock. Then 1 saw Esin.
10/7/1785
At 5 a.m. in old Curcock Town;\fn{Old Curcock or Old Ekrikok is the Ibibio town of Itu on the left bank of the Cross River
several miles below the embouchement of Enyong Creek. Itu is the present location of the world-renowned lepers’ colony of the Church of
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Scotland Mission}

it was a fine morning so I went down to the landing and met Apandam and my brother, and saw
Bob going back to Boostam. Soon afterwards I went to Enyong Creek to see Potter’s mother’s house but I did not
find him there, so I went to Enyong town and saw one slave. Soon afterwards I found that Potter and his nice
father’s house had killed a goat for me; and they gave me four rods and two yards of romal.\fn{ Romal is a silk or
cotton square or handkerchief often used as a headdress, or thin silk or cotton fabric with a handkerchief pattern } Then they and the
Calabar people gave me about 12 calabashes of chop in time to return that night as the creek is so bad.
10/10/1785
At about 5 a.m. in Curcock town; it was a fine morning so I went down to the landing. I gave Andam Curcock
goods for one slave to live at his place. At three o’clock after noon I saw our Boostam canoe come down with five
slaves and yams. At the same time I sailed away home with the slaves in my canoe and there were three small
canoes besides mine.
10/11/1785
About 9 a.m. at Aqua Landing, having had no sleep; we went down to the landing and I saw Duke Sam Jack
Esin about Combesboch’s tender. So he said it had gone away with 325 slaves. Then we got Hogan Antera and all
the Ekpe men to go with two Ekpe in a canoe to Ebrow Egbosherry’s fishermen.
10/23/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; it was a fine morning so we went aboard Captain Fairweather’s tender to get
tea to drink. After 11 o’clock in the morning we had one (foshin?) to blow Ekpe on all men, ordering Egbo Young
not to come and not to go away all day before 5 o’clock. I was angry with my dear Awwa among about
water.\fn{Women, children, or female slaves obtained water from springs. Probablythe diarist’s chief wife neglected to have the waer-pot
filled. Water is stored in a large earthen pot } Then my mother came and “put in her word”, which brought anger against
my mother so I was damn more angry about that.
10/24/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; a fine morning, so I went down to the landing and I saw my canoe there. I
found that Duke had sent old Tom House to beg me to send men to catch a cow for him. So I went myself and
caught it with my own hand. Soon afterwards Duke heard about that and he sent me a large fish. Then I saw them
taking Duke’s sister’s daughter to his house to make her wear her new cloth. So all of us and Duke gave about 20
cloths and we played all day till night. Willy Tom Robin came to play with us and I gave him some cloth.
12/14/1785
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing; there was a great morning fog; I went down to the landing to put yams in [my]
canoe. After 8 o’clock we went down in three big canoes, I, Esin, and Egbo Young with 32 slaves. So he kept 25
slaves and about 6,000 yams. He gave us three great guns. Some time after 8 o’clock at night we went aboard
Captain Fairweather whose tender went away with 250 slaves and two tons [of palm-oil].
12/22/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; it was a fine morning, so we made Esin go down to [meet] Hughes. I sent two
canoes with 1,500 yams for 150 coppers to pay Captain Hughes. Captain Williams went down the river carrying
169 slaves. Captain Hughes carried 480 slaves.
12/23/1785
… Captain Hughes went away with 484 slaves. Captain Williams went away with 160 slaves, I and Esin went
on board the Cooper to break book for four slaves. Archibong Duke’s son came home from Orroup with slaves.
12/25/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; a foggy morning so I went down after dressing and Captain Fairweather
dressed and brought his dinner from Esin. So we all went to Esin’s new house for New Year’s dinner—Captain
Fairweather, Tom Cooper, Captain Potter, Duke Ephraim, Coffee Duke, Egbo Young, Esin and I, Esin Ambo, Eyo
Willy Honesty, and Ebitim, and we drank all day until night.
12/30/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a foggy morning; I went down to the landing and found Duke there. Egbo
Young went on board Captain Fairweather. I had five of my people cutting the big tree at my big cabin. At 1
o'clock after noon Tom Cooper’s mate Mr. Charles came to me to nail my bed’s bottom on.
12/31/1785
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a little morning fog. I went down to the landing and saw the market canoe
go away and at 1 o’clock we went aboard the Cooper for dinner. After 4 o’clock we came back.
1/1/1786
… I saw Duke send a canoe for mimbo. After two o’clock Captain Potter brought his dinner and we had all the
Captains come to chop at Esim’s new house for the New Year. We saw Eyo and Ebitim go to Aqua Bakassey.
1/2/1786
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About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; it was a fine morning so I went down to the landing and we went aboard the
Cooper for tea and came ashore. At the same time I saw that Ekpe was being blown to keep anyone from coming
to the house all day. After 5 o’clock we saw King Tom Salt coming to the Duke with two canoes to stay here to
settle an Ekpe dispute.
1/3/1786
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; a fine morning … so Duke took a goat to make doctor with King Tom Salt.
Fairweather sent for men to come on board to get tea. Then we had chop at my house and we played at Esim’s
house, and took the play to Archibong’s yard and played at night.
1/22/1786
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a little morning fog; I went down to the landing and sent four hands in a little
canoe to take my father’s Boostam mimbo to Guinea Company and to come to meet with Ephraim Offiong about
war copper. At 1 o’clock Tom Cooper’s tender went away with 383 slaves and 4 tons [of palm -oil].
1/23/1786
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; I went down to the landing. After 8 o’clock my brother Egbo Young and
Apandam came home from Boostam with the slave Toother, and we saw Tom Cooper and Captain Fairweather
come up to take the tender down in Aqua [Kwa] river.
1/29/1786
At 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing; it was a fine morning so we all walked up to King Ekpe to work at the palaver
house.\fn{The Duke Town Egbo Society shed or “palaver house” was described by Hutchinson (1858, pp. 1190120) as follows: “The
palaver-house consists of two walls running parallel for about forty yards, terminated by a transverse wall, about as many feet in length,
and thatched with a stout bamboo roof. The end by which it is entered is opened from side to side, a space of nearly eighteen inches
intervenes between the tops of the walls running lengthway and the roof; and there is an ascent from the road by half-a-dozen steps to the
floor, which is hard and smooth. In the centre of the entrance is a huge hollow brass pillar reaching up to the roof; further in are two more
of equally imposing diameter, whilst between them are a large bell and a piece of wood. The latter is drum-like in shape, with a slit
longitudinally in it, and fixed to the pillar. This is the Egbo drum which is beaten to alarm the inhabitants in case of a fire, to give notice of
the attack of an enemy, or to signify the fact of a leopard having been captured, each occurrence being indicated by a peculiarity of beating
the drum, which is known as soon as the sound is heard. In the farthest corner of the house is a private sanctuary into which none but the
privileged are admitted on occasions of Egbo meetings, and outside the front are two flourishing ju-ju trees, with five pillars of stone before
them, said to be solidified basaltic lava brought from Prince’s Island, and erected there to the memory of five sovereigns of Old Kalabar.” }

Soon afterwards we heard that King Egbo Sam Ambo had stopped three Egbosherry men at the river because
they had killed one of his men. After 1 o’clock we hear that Egbo Young’s dear has given birth to a young girl at
Aqua town.
2/8/1786
At 5 a.m. in Aqua Bakassey Creek; it was a fine morning and I arrived at Aqua Bakassey corral at 1 o’clock. I
found Archibong Duke and went alongside his canoe. I took a bottle of beer to drink with him and we called first
at New Town and stayed at the landing and then went to town at 3 o’clock. We walked up to the palaver house to
put the Grand Ekpe in the house and played all night. Combesboch went away with 639 slaves and Toother.
2/11/1786
About 5 a.m. I was in Coqua Town and Archibong desires me to walk up to Cameroon with him, so I did and
we passed 3 little Cameroon towns on the way. We walked until 1 o’clock … to get to Big Town. There they
killed a goat and gave me 1 iron and 2 rods. So we had a long discussion with them about Archibong’s trading
goods. So they paid a boy slave and begged us to drink doctor with them. So Archibong made one of his father’s
sons named Ebetim drink doctor with him. They gave us one male cow to be killed and 8 rods for the chop. We
came down at 6 o’clock at night.
3/2/1786
… Captain Potter went away with 284 slaves.
3/17/1786
… We came ashore and I took one goat to make doctor at my god basin …
3/20/1786
… Soon I saw Tom Cooper coming up to say that Captain Fairweather was going away to the bar with 440
slaves …
3/21/1786
… Duke called all of us to come to his palaver house to hear Ephraim Egbo’s daughter with him and Dick
Ephraim; she says she will not marry Long Duke. We found that everything said about him was true, and we got
Ephraim Duke’s women to come and break Duke’s god basin because he will not marry Ephraim’s daughter. After
7 o’clock at night I heard that my wife Offiong’s brother was dead in his father’s yard and put in the ground at 6
o’clock with 8 yards of fine cloth.
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4/20/1786
… I saw the people, about 200 hands, coming to me; they want me to give two of my father’s sons\fn{ Halfbrothers} as pawns to ransom the men Eyo Duke had stopped for what they owe him; and they say one of the men
is dead by Archibong Duke’s hand. At the same time I saw the chief head men coming to call me out to go up into
the King’s palaver house to hear what they say. Soon after I saw one of my men who was left at the canoe come
up and tell me that Enyong people had taken my canoe away from the landing. So I run down to the landing and
find no canoe; and they take two of my boys out in the canoe and put them in irons; then they come back and stop
Awwa’s son before my face and carry him away to put in irons. So they come down one [at a] time with about 30
hand guns, looking to shoot me; and after 2 o’clock they bring the canoe to the landing. After a long time they
take the canoe back and they keep me all day without my eating anything and after 9 o’clock at night they let me
have the canoe and all my men back.
5/1/1786
… So I sailed away to Aqua Bakassey and I got there at 1 o’clock and I called at New Town first and then went
to Old Town. I fired one great gun in the creek. At the same time I found Coffee Duke here and I heard the Ekpe
cry out in the palaver house. So I carried 1 large case of bottled brandy and 4 rods to give the Ekpe men and I
called the town gentlemen and women and people to come and hear what I have to say. So I settled every dispute
and I gave Coffee 1 large case of bottled brandy and 10 yams. Coffee sailed away at 8 o’clock at night.
5/4/1786
… about 4 a.m. I was at Aqua Bakassey landing in Abasi Among’s canoe. I came away from there at 10
o’clock and reached Jock Bakassey’s town by 7 o’clock at night. So we carried grandy\fn{ An abbreviation of “Grand
Ekpe,” the Society figure} to the place because they owe me goods. They paid me 1 male slave for my goods. Esim
told me that they killed a cow for him and gave him 80 rods besides 16 rods for me.
5/18/1786
… We hear that John Cobham’s family are making a play for their father, so they cut 7 men’s heads off.
5/21/1786
I sent 10 hands to work in the bush. After 10 o’clock we got the Bush Ekpe to stop all men from coming up
and I had Esim and John Cooper to chop at my house. Tom Cooper went away with 381 slaves.
6/10/1786
We had Duke send all the Ekpe men to go to King Ekpe to share some copper [rods] that Tom Salt brought for
the little Ekpe palaver. So the Ekpe men take 40 coppers to send Egbosherry away and one goat is killed for them.
At 3 o’clock we saw two new ships coming up, Captain Ford and one French ship, so we went on board the two
and then ashore to Duke.
6/23/1786
Duke sent a boy to come and call we three, so we went and found Eyo Willy Honesty here with the French
duty book. So Duke told we three to go on board with Eyo; so we got aboard the ship and went down to look at
the book. We found that all the Henshaw Town [people] had taken customs duty more than what they got for
every ship. We came ashore and had chop at Abasi’s.
7/2/1786
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing, and a fine morning. I went to see Duke who was a little sick. At 8 o’clock at
night we all took two goats to go and make doctor with Duke.
7/3/1786
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning. I went to see Duke, who is sick. After 1 o’clock we all went
to Duke’s yard to eat the goats we used to make doctor and at 7 o’clock at night Duke was very bad.
7/4/1786
About 4 o’clock in the morning Duke Ephraim died. Soon after we came up to look where to put him in the
ground.\fn{The king, or town chief, was always buried secretly in the bush by a few high-ranking members of the Leopard Society, and
the location of the grave was never revealed. When the chief died they carried the corpse at night into the bush and dug a grave twenty feet
deep. At the bottom a tunnel was dug for almost twenty yards and served as a burial chamber. At least four slaves were left alive in the
tunnel, usually the personal attendants of the deceased, who carried his snuff-box, gun, lantern, and machet. The coffin was placed on the
slaves and the grave, except for the tunnel shaft at the bottom, was refilled }

7/5/1786
About 5 o’clock we put Duke in the ground. Nine men and women went with him, and we all looked very
poor. Captain Savage arrived.
7/6/1786
… we went on board every ship in five canoes to let all the Captains know.
7/9/1786
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… after 10 o’clock at night I had Esim, Egbo Young, and Coffee Duke come to my house to look at Duke’s
ship’s excise duty book and think what should be done.
7/10/1786
… All the Cobham Town gentlemen met at George Cobham’s yard with our family to chop doctor with us, and
return.\fn{All swore an oath that they did not kill Duke by witchcraft or magic } At 9 o’clock we walked up to Long Dick’s
cabin with our gentlemen to drink our family doctor.
7/11/1786
… at 9 o’clock at night we chop doctor with the Henshaw Family at Long Dick’s cabin.
7/18/1786
… at 3 o’clock after noon King Aqua came down with 157 men and 16 women and girls; we told him to walk
up to George Cobham’s, then we and all the Calabar gentlemen went to meet here and drink doctor with Aqua.
7/19/1786
… our family met with Long Tom who is King Aqua, to drink doctor with him, and at 7 o’clock at night our
family met Willy Tom Robin to drink doctor with him.
8/9/1786
… Esim told me that a Bakassey gentleman who feared to come here when Duke was alive has now come, and
we put our heads together to carry him on board ship to put him in irons, and also two of his slaves … I carried
him on board myself.
9/4/1786
… about 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a fine morning. We saw a Frenchman drop down. So Esim and I went
down with 2 cows (canoes?) and came back after 3 o’clock. We saw six Captains putting their heads together;
they said that the Frenchman had taken a mate belonging to the Brighouse\fn{ Williams (1897, p. 553) cites a letter dated
December 30, 1777, from Egbo Young Coffiong to William Brighouse and metions that Captain W. Brighouse, in the barque Swift, was
captured by the General Arnold privateer, Captain James M’Gee of Boston, in 1779 } tender and one of John Cooper’s white

men, and three men belonging to Savage, on board the Frenchman; they said that eight men in all were aboard the
Frehchman. So all the Captains went on board the Savage and got everything ready. Then we saw Eyo and Ebetim
coming, to tell us and see about that, and we all went down in our eight canoes, to beg the French Captain to let us
have the white men back. He would not let us have the men. At the same time we saw them take Savage’s ship
and come down. So they said there must be a fight to get those white men. So we came up and left those two ships
there. At 11 o’clock at night Eyo and Ebetim drank tea in young Duke’s new house. We stayed there a little time
and then Eyo and Ebetim went to their town to let Willy Honesty hear that news.
10/5/1786
… I saw that Coffee Duke sent his son to tell me news about a new ship. After a little time I heard 5 great guns
fired at Seven Fathoms Point and we saw the ship come up. It was John Cooper’s tender arriving, so we fired
three great guns for him.
10/9/1786
… we heard great firing in Aqua River and after 4 o’clock we saw one tender come up. It was Captain
Johnston’s ship with the tender of Captain Aspinal. So we fired three great guns.
10/10/1786
I went to my back cabin to plant some mimbo trees and all our family walked up to the new palaver house and
took one young boy slave to make doctor,\fn{Snelgrave (1734, p. 8) refers to his recue of a boy in Old Calabar who “was to be
sacrificed that night to his god Egbo, for his prosperity” by a King called Aequa } and two guns to be fired for the doctor; one
gun fired and broke Long Dick Ephraim’s hand. Dick must lose one of his hands by that gun.
10/14/1786
… after 10 o’clock I walked up to the new palaver house to work and at 7 o’clock at night Egbosherry sent
word to let us know that Egbosherry Sam Ambo had caught seven men. They were coming by water in 20 canoes.
So we sent the Ekpe drum to blow, forbidding everyone in the town to come or go to market. I sent one good
canoe to go up Curcock River to take care of my cabin boy.
10/15/1786
… I was thinking all day about my cabin boy who had gone to Curcock for fear he should be caught and I
could not eat all day. At 7 o’clock I found he had come home.
10/19/1786
… I played Aqua doctor with one Aqua man. So I killed one goat for my god, and had dinner with Captain
Aspinal and the Captain of his tender in my house. Eyo Willy Honesty sent my brother Egbo Young to Esim Duke
about some Curcock dispute.
10/26/1786
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… I put water in my belly.\fn{A euphamism for taking a rectal enema:H} Then I heard that Ekpe was run and when I
heard I walked up to Egbo Young. We saw Ekpe come down and the Ekpe men said that Sam Ambo and George
Cobham had blown [Ekpe] on Captain Fairweather.\fn{ The editors of Crow’s Memoirs (1830, pp. 282-283) note that “to blow
Egbo” upon anyone who is a european … in cases of disagreement between the chiefs and the captains … causes a suspension of
intercourse until the parties come to an understanding } So all our family were damn angry about that blow and we sent to

call Captain Fairweather to come ashore and break trade first with our family for about 15 slaves and we fired
three guns on shore. At 3 o’clock in the afternoon we saw Eyo and Ebetim come down with Esin Ambo, and they
went to Sam and George Cobham to make them settle with Captain Fairweather.
11/2/1786
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing; it was a fine morning and all our family went to Creek Town to make a play.
First Creek Town cut one woman slave’s head off, and one cow was killed and a goat, and we fired seven great
guns. We came back at 5 o’clock. After 9 o’clock at night Esim Duke came to my cabin to break one puncheon of
brandy and share it with all Duke’s [family] and sisters. So we had our canoe go up to Guinea Company with
Apandam to fetch wood and palaver house drink.
11/4/1786
I went on board Captain Fairweather and saw Efi[om] come up with 3 canoes and play Ekpe in them. After
they came up to the landing with Ekpe all the men and women were crying in the town for Duke. I sent my people
for wood in two canoes.
11/6/1786
About 4 a.m. I got up; there was great rain, so I walked to the palaver house and I found all the gentlemen
here. So we got ready to cut heads off and at 5 o’clock in the morning we began to cut slaves’ heads off, fifty
heads off in that one day. I carried 29 cases of bottled brandy, and 15 calabashes of chop for everybody, and there
was play in every yard in town.
11/7/1786
About 4 a.m. at Aqua Landing and a fine morning. So I made all the women bring calabashes to make chop to
give to everybody, and all the people played all day and all night. All the gentlemen went to dinner at Esim
Duke’s.
11/8/1786
… I saw Jack Bakassey come and bring one woman slave to be beheaded in honour of my father, and I sent my
Yellow Hogan Abasi to market, so all the gentlemen had dinner at Egbo Young’s. We heard news about a new
ship. Three more heads were cut off.\fn{ The editors of Crow’s Memoirs (1830, p. 280) mention: “At these executions the sufferers
are pinioned, and tied in a sitting posture to a stake driven in the ground; and round their heads, so as to cross their eyes, is fixed a rope, the
end of which is held by some bystanders who participate in the sacrifice. The executioner comes up with a leaden-handled sword, and
generally at one blow severs the head from the body; when it is instantaneously pulled away by the rope, and, while yet warm, is tossed up
in the air, and played with like a ball. If the executioner fails to strike off the head at a blow, the spectators set up a laugh of scorn and
disappointment.”}

11/9/1786
… about 4 a.m. at Aqua Landing. I made all the women bring calabashes to make chop. Soon after one Taeon
town [man] cut off the head of a Backsider town [man], and brought it here for his Duke play. I have all the
gentlemen to dinner with me.
11/10/1786
… after 8 o’clock we made the Bush Ekpe men blow everybody to stay inside their houses … by 4 o’clock all
were playing again and played all night.
11/11/1786
About 4 o’clock we went ihto the town palaver house and we [were] dressed [to go to] the town again in long
cloth and Ekpe cloth\fn{Ibo tie-dyed cloth in which blue triangles alternate with white, special secret signs usually occurring in the
design} and hat and jacket and many fine things. Obong Ekpe ran in town till at 1 o’clock we finished that.
11/12/1786
… I made all the women bring calabashes to make chop. Grandy Ekpe was again taken to the women and there
were plays all day and night.
11/13/1786
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a fine morning. I went down to the landing to look for a place to make a
dwelling house. Soon after that all the Ekpe men made all the Duke women pay 55 coppers to Ekpe.\fn{ The Ekpe
figure must whip the widows and children of a dead member. Whipping may be mitigated on paying of a small sum, but at least one stroke
must be given, even if the son of the deceased is himself a member of the society } After 8 o’clock at night all the Ekpe people

met in the palaver house and made all Duke’s wives come and cry the Ekpe cry in the town palaver house.
12/8/1786
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… I went down to the landing to get all the guns ready and we fired 28 great guns ashore, one for each ship.
We had shaved our heads first,\fn{ Waddell (1863, p. 371) states that Eyo Honesty II terminated the funeral rites for his uncle
Eyamba, chief of Duke Town, by shaving his head } and we wore fine hats and fine clothes and handkerchiefs. All the
Captains and we gentlemen had dinner at Esim’s house.
12/9/1786
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; there was a small morning fog. I walked up to see an Egbosherry play.\fn{ The
Ibibio are noted for their masked dancers, puppet, and stilt dances } We wore new cloth. At midnight Captain Fairweather's
tender went away with 280 slaves.
12/19/1786
… I walked up to Esim and Egbo Young; Esim was playing with some country people living near Guinea
Company side. They had come to see us about Duke’s death. After that we went on board ship. After midnight
Captain Brighouse’s tender went away with 420 slaves.
12/24/1786
… We had Ekpe running about town and after 7 o’clock at night we read a letter which had come to Willy
Honesty about what Ekpe money they would put for Willy and Tom Curcock: 40 men first and 13 men more for
the Cobham family. In Aqua landing that. . . .
12/25/1786
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing, I dressed, and Esim and Egbo Young. So Esim and Egbo Young’s canoe went
to Boostam and after 1 o’clock in the afternoon all the Captains dressed and came ashore to dinner at Esim Duke’s
house with us gentlemen and Willy Tom Robin.
12/28/1786
… so all our family came to meet Young Tom Curcock about his saying that Duke owed his father 2 boxes of
rods and three slaves. So all our family found that this was a damn lie.
1/1/1787
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing; there was a small morning fog. I made 8 calabashes of Ekpe chop and at one
o’clock we and all the Captains had dinner at Egbo Young’s house, Liverpool Hall. At 3 o’clock we put money for
17 men to be Calabar Ekpe.
1/24/1787
… so I saw that Egbo Young had sent one of his men to come and call me. So all the Duke family walked up to
Egbo Young’s house and had a great dispute about Ekpe. I and Ephraim Aqua said some angry words to him; I
because of some words he had spoken about my father. Willy Tom Robin has paid more Ekpe money, Long Duke
more Ekpe money belonging to Imo Duke’s son. Willy Honesty and the Cobham family gave Old Town Ekpe
money for 41 men.
1/31/1787
… so I walked up to Esim and Egbo Young after we heard that Aqua Bakassey was in the river. I and Egbo
Young went down to the landing to see, and at 12 o’clock we saw Old Town coming, so we went down to fetch
them up and saw them put money for 51 men, Henshaw Town put for 8 men, Willy Tom for one. 60 men in all
they caught for us and at 7 o’clock at night they went home.
2/1/1787
… at 7 o’clock at night Captain Aspinal’s tender went away with 300 slaves.
2/2/1787
… Willy Honesty was playing Ekpe and came to my yard so I gave him 1 piece of India Roosnall,\fn{ Some type
of cloth, presumably} 1 gin stuff, 1 rod for his play people, and one case of French bottled brandy, I long white bottle
of brandy. After that we all walked up to his house to meet about first war copper.
2/16/1787
… Egbo Young and Willy Honesty dressed Grandy Ekpe in the palaver house. So we bought Ekpe 344 men to
be the Calabar new Ekpe.
2/17/1787
… at 6 o’clock at night we found that Long Dick had some Ekpe palaver with a Boostam man. So all the old
Ekpe were damn angry and blew all the new Ekpe [so that they should not] sleep at the Ekpe palaver house.
2/20/1787
At the same time we saw that Willy Tom Robin had sent one of his boys to tell us that one of my dear father’s
sons named Ebo was dead from a two day sickness. So I made my dear Awwa Offiong go with 6 of my men to
“make grandy”. At 7 o’clock at night my dear came back.
2/22/1787
… about 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing, with some morning fog. So we walked up to see Willy Honesty. All the old
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Ekpe and I and Esim met at the Ekpe palaver house to decide who is to be Old Calabar Ekpe. All the Ekpe men
decide that Ephraim Aqua’s son is not the town Ekpe, and [neither is] Robin Henshaw’s son nor Henshaw Robin
Henshaw. So all the old and new Ekpe blew for them not to be Ekpe men and after 8 o’clock at night I and Esim
carried one jug, 2 long cases of white bottled brandy, 1 large jar of mimbo up to the Ekpe house to give to all the
old and new Ekpe to drink, and came back at 2 o’clock at night.
2/26/2787
… at 8 o’clock at night Long King Aqua sent one of his gentlemen to be killed by our hands so we sent that
gentleman by Long Duke to the river to be killed.
3/3/1787
About 5 we went on board Captain Fairweather to take excise duty for Ephraim Aqua and Ephraim, and Coffee
and Archibong, and we came ashore with all the Captains. Then every ship fired guns. One gun came up and cut
one of Captain Tatam’s white men’s head off.
3/17/1787
… so Eyo and Ebetim and Esin came with Ekpe to Hogan about the business of a poor boy for Ekpe. So all
made him pay 335 coppers and give one house-boy to Ekpe for his head to be cut off.\fn{ A free-born man who
committed an action which the Ekpe Society judged punishable with death could substitute a slave for decapitation } Soon after they
came home again.
3/24/1787
… at 12 o’clock Willy Honesty called all the gentlemen to meet in Egbo Cobham’s cabin to decide who we
will make King of Old Calabar, and after 7 o’clock at night all of us town gentlemen met at Coffee’s cabin to
settle every bad quarrel we had had since our father died. So we killed 2 goats.
4/13/1787
… we had chop in Egbo Young’s house. We saw all the Henshaw family coming to ask our family to let them
know who we will make King Ekpe. So we said we don’t know as we first .must settle about the King of
Calabar.\fn{The reference to the King of Calabar in this context is probably to the successor of the recently deceased Duke. King Ekpe
presumably alludes to the headship of one of the Ekpe society grades }
4/16/1787
… we went to Creek Town in 2 good canoes and one small one to meet the Guinea Company and Old Town
about the two towns wanting to pay Ekpe in one day. So we said we had never heard that since our greatgrandfather’s time. So Willy killed a goat for us and I walked to Henshaw town to see my mimbo wife\fn{One of
his wives who lived on a small farm and looked after his wine-palm trees } and came home at 2 o’clock after noon.
4/15/1787
… Otto Ephraim and Willy Tom Robin came to ask us if we will pay them first or the Guinea Company first.
We say we will pay them first; I have sent my cabin [boy] to the mimbo market.
4/28/1787
About 5 a.m. I was lying in bed. I saw Coffee Duke come to me and make my cabin boy call me to him. So he
told me about a manatee being killed in King Aqua landing. So I made 7 hands go with Jimmy Antera to fetch it
into Aqua river.\fn{The mantee is sacred to the Ekpe Society. The most praised whips carried by Ekpe figures are covered with
manatee skin} So we drank all day to my girl-wife in Duke’s sister’s daughter’s house.
4/30/1787
… I made my Hogan Abasi go to my father’s mimbo place to fetch mimbo. After 10 o’clock in the day we blew
[Ekpe] to stop men from coming up, .because we were going to eat Bush Ekpe chop in the palaver house. I
walked with the Ekpe drum to the landing; at the same time we saw that Ephraim Watt was not afraid to come
with seven of his men. So we walked back into the palaver house, and all the Bush Ekpe men sent word [to
Ephraim Watt] to pay seven goats; so he sent coppers for six goats and one goat for that palaver.
5/21/1787
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a fine morning. We saw that Captain Ford had sent his tender away last
night with 330 slaves. We settled comey on board the Potter and we came ashore at 4 o’clock.
5/26/1787
… I hear that 18 male slaves took a boat and ran away from John Cooper last night and at 5 o’clock after noon
we hear that some of those slaves are at Aqua Town.
5/27/1787
… All Captain John’s family came to see us about one of their daughters who married Egbo Young and had
fought with another wife and broken her teeth out. So they came to break the other wife’s teeth out. We made
Jimmy Antera take out the teeth of the wife, the daughter of Ephraim Robin Henshaw.
6/4/1787
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… 7 o’clock at night we hear that Captain Aspinal is dead and hear all the town cry out. Ndem Ephraim has
married Long Duke’
6/5/1787
… all the Captains came ashore to bury Captain Aspinal with much ceremony. So we fired 6 great guns ashore.
6/7/1787
… we saw Robin Tom, King John and Otto Ditto Tom; King John sent them to come and make a play in honor
of Duke and my father, and Egbo Young’s mother; so they cut one woman’s head off for Duke and seven Bar
Room men were to be beheaded for my father. So they played all night.
6/11/1787
… at 3 o’clock after noon Captain Hewitt and Combesboch and one little ship belonging to Hewitt came for 60
slaves, and Aspinal’s mate lost both hands by the firing of guns.
6/15/1787
… John Cooper gave Esim and Egbo Young 2 great guns, and we came ashore. We hear that King Aqua has
made all his wives drink doctor. So 11 wives died from drinking doctor. John Cooper dropped down river about 8
o’clock at night.
7/16/1787
… Captain Aspinal’s ship goes away with 328 slaves.
7/18/1787
Sam Ambo began to cut\fn{Sacrifice} a cow for his god to make a play. Eyo and Ebetim and Esien sent word to
let us know that they were coming to see Sam King Ambo cut his cow.
7/25/1787
… I went to make a play in King Ambo’s yard about his cutting the cow for his god and I saw Eyo Willy
Honesty come at the same time. At 11 o’clock at night I came back with the members of my play.
7/26/1787
… at 3 o’clock we went to Cobham Town where every man again gave Sam King Ambo coppers for the
cutting of the cow for his god. So he got 986 coppers from all Calabar. At the same time it rained hard, and we
came back; it rained all night.
8/1/1787
… I went up to my work place and went into the Ekpe palaver house and I found that somebody had stolen the
door from the Ekpe palaver house. So we sent the drum to make all our new Ekpe men come to the palaver house,
and we send about 3 Ekpe to every yard to see if they will find it.
8/11/1787
… after 2 o’clock all the Captains and the Calabar gentlemen met at King Ambo’s palaver house to talk about a
fight between one of Willy Curcock’s men and Captain Ford’s mate. Soon after the mate died, so we decided that
Willy Curcock’s man should have his ear cut off because of the fight.
8/13/1787
… we hear that Captain Brighouse went away with 320 slaves.
8/14/1787
… we hear that John Tom Henshaw is dead. So we sent our people to Henshaw Town with Apandam.
8/18/1787
… I had Captain Potter come ashore; after 11 o’clock Potter sent his tender and his ship to bring 35 white men
and at noon they began to put up two sides of the house; and after 2 p.m. I have all the Captains to dinner and
supper with me.
8/25/1787
… at 4 o’clock after noon Captain Fairweather’s tender went away with 210 slaves …
8/31/1787
… I heard that John Tom Cobham’s wife hanged herself about the palaver of October 17 th, 1787.\fn{Hanging is
the usual mode of suicide among the Efik; but the diarest errs in his date. Possibly he alludes to his entry of May 27, 1787 } Jimmy
Henshaw paid his [assessment] for 4 Calabar afaws\fn{Slaves?} to be King Ekpe.
Willy Honesty .
George Old Town
Tom Nonaw
.
Old and New Ekpe
Robin Curcock .
Guinea Company

.
.
.
.
.
.
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20 rods and one goat
10 rods
10 rods
8 rods
5 rods

King Ekpe
.
Eyamba
Old and New Ekpe
Tom Cobham .
Duke Ephraim
Egbo Young Omong
Robin John
.
John Ambo
.
Willy Tom
.
Tom Curcock .
Old and New Ekpe
Effar .
.
Misimbo
.
King Ambo
.
Ephraim Aqua .

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

5 rods
10 rods
8 rods
10 rods
20 rods and goat
25 rods and one goat
5 rods
5 rods
4 rods
5 rods
8 rods
5 rods
4 rods
20 rods and goat
5 rods

9/5/1787
… we carried Ekpe into King Ambo’s [place] because one of Tatam’s pawns had run away. So we made him
give one of his sons to Tatam.
9/16/1787
… we carried Grand Ekpe to Henshaw and Willy Tom to blow forbidding any Captain to send any Calabar
pawn, which was given for my slave goods, away in his tender. Tatam’s tender went away with 330 slaves.
9/19/1787
… after 12 o’clock noon we had dinner in my house and drank fine mimbo. We heard one gun fired so we
made two or three boys run to find out who was firing guns. They came back and told us that my Yellow Hogan
Abasi had shot his wife with a gun but the shot did not hit her.
9/20/1787
… My Yellow Hogan Abasi’s wife named Eba came to me and she said she had eaten “doctor” and I sent for
my dear. So my dear sends word that she vomits, so I tell my dear to carry her to my mother to give her more
doctor to drink. Afterwards I went on board. Then my mother sent word to me saying the wife of my Yellow
Hogan is dead. Soon we hear that one little snow British ship was in the Cameroons to get sail. I had the carpenter
begin to lay the floor of my new house.
9/26/1787
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing, with a fine morning. This day there were nine ships in the river. Willy Honesty
and all of us went on board the snow British ship to settle aship’s duty palaver. He will pay 1000 coppers for
every Calabar. Old Otto Duke’s daughter drank doctor with her husband’s wife.
10/1/1787
… I saw two of King Aqua’s women slaves coming from my yard. They broke one of my god
basins,\fn{Apparently a slave could claim sanctuary after escaping from his master if he broke one of the god basins. Slaves when in
trouble with their masters frequently fled to a powerful man and begged him to intercede for them } and said they would be [my]
slaves. So I sent word to King Aqua to let him know, and after 2 o’clock we all four new and old Calabar Ekpe
went to meet at King Ambo’s palaver house about Willy Curcock’s Ekpe palaver.
10/3/1787
… this day there were 10 ships in the river. I sent my cabin boy Eyo Ebrow’s son to the mimbo market. Soon
after we heard of a new ship in Parrot Island.
10/9/1787
WiIly Honesty sent to us to come on board the Rogers for a meeting. So we coIlected 500 coppers to give
Robin John for his ship’s duties and to have it named in the ship’s duties book.
10/17/1787
… I walked up to Egbo Young and Esim, and afterwards we came down to my house and sent my cabin boy to
Apandam’s cabin to fetch 115 [coppers] belonging to Jimmy. Then we began to share out among all four Calabar
Ekpe to make Jimmy Henshaw King Ekpe.
10/22/1787
… We heard that all the Creek Town gentlemen had come with Willy Honesty to King Ambo’s place; so we
and all the men and women went to King Ambo’s palaver house. Then WiIly sent on board Captain Fairweather to
call Coffee Duke, and he came ashore with Captain Fairweather. So the Calabar [people] began to ask him what
made him run away on board. After these words he says he heard that we four had drunk doctor to kill him. So we
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told the Calabar that we had drunk doctor [and sworn] that not one of us would go to his house because we heard
Duke’s sister say that he had killed Duke; [we said] let him drink doctor with Duke’s sister before we settle; at the
same time we sent to call Duke’s sister, and she came to the palaver house. Afterwards she began to bring the
dispute to all the Calabar … and she says she wants to drink doctor with Coffee. So everybody asks Coffee to
drink doctor with her, but Coffee would not drink doctor. So we tell Willy Honesty to send two Ekpe drums to
carry Coffee to his house, and we say we four will not settle with Coffee if he does not drink doctor.
10/25/1787
About 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing; there was a little rain, so I walked up to see Esim and Egbo Young. I saw
Jimmy Henshaw coming to see us and we told him to go on board the Rogers to take excise duties for all the
Henshaw family, and we went on board the Rogers to have Jimmy Henshaw’s name as King Ekpe put in the
ship’s duties book. I heard that all the Captains were meeting on board Captain Ford about Hogan Captain Duke’s
fight with Ford. Soon after 2 o’clock we came ashore and I heard that one of my Ephraim Abasi’s Egbosherry
women has borne two sons in one day.\fn{ I.e., twins. Efik regarded the birth of twins as a dire calamity. They killed the twins by
putting them into pots and throwing the pots into the bush. Mothers of twins were usually expelled from the town } Ndem Duke’s wife
bore a young girl in Aqua town.
11/1/1787
… at 12 o’clock midday we went on board Captain Fairweather for dinner. Soon afterwards we went on board
every ship to let them know that I am going to Aqua Bakassey to buy canoes, and after midnight I sailed away
from the landing to go to Aqua Bakassey. I took two of Esim Duke’s girls with me, and one girl belonging to my
dear, that makes 3 girls. We were 42 hands besides the 3 girls in two canoes.
12/2/1787
… we found that Captain Fairweather’s doctor was dead, and we saw Ekpe run about the town.
12/4/1787
… I had my girl, Archibong Duke’s son’s sister, put large copper leg manacles on her leg,\fn{ Crow (1830, p. 277)
mentions that the Calabar women wear large copper rings on their arms and legs, called “mancelas” } and I paid the smith one rod, 5
Boostam yams, and one jar of mimbo.
12/11/1787
… Tom John Cobham’s dear wife drank doctor, all must die. I made my dear go to Henshaw Town to see him
because she is his sister, and Esim’s dear went to see him. At 9 o’clock at night my dear came back. Ndem
Nothing\fn{Slaves were frequently given absurd names as a joke} came home from Orroup.
12/13/1787
… we sent Esim to go and see John Cobham in Henshaw Town and at 5 o’clock we 3 brothers walked up to
Henshaw Town to Jimmy Henshaw’s yard. So Jimmy killed a goat for us, and we went into his cabin and stayed
there and called all the gentlemen for a long discussion and came back at 9 o’clock.
12/22/1787
… Potter and his tender went away with 350 slaves.
12/25/1787
… great morning fog, and at 1 o’clock we had Captain Fairweathey John Tatam, Captain Ford, Captain
Hughes, Captain Potter, Captain Rogers and Captain Combesboch and Eyo Willy Honesty, and Willy Tom Robin.
We had dinner in Duke’s house and supper. At 8 o’clock at night they went on board, and we fired three guns.
12/29/1787
… at 3 o’clock after noon Captain Fairweather went away with 377 slaves.
1.1.1788
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a great fog. I went down to the landing. I made my girl, Archibong Duke’s.
son’s sister, wear a cloth for the first time, and be a woman. At. 1 o’clock we had dinner with six Captains in Egbo
Young’s house.
1/3/1788
… I went on board to get some brandy for two of my brothers, and at 3 o’clock after noon my two brothers and
my Ephraim Abasi went away from Orroup. At the same time we heard that Captain John King Ekpe had died in
the Old Town palaver house in front of all the gentlemen.
1/7/1788
… Robin John sent one of his old men to come and say that everybody is wanted to go and take doctor to see if
he killed Captain John King Ekpe or not.
1/8/1788
… One of Willy Honesty’s men came and told me that Coffee Duke has said he will come here and set fire to
all his houses. So I took 2 Ekpe drums and blew to forbid any men to sleep in the houses. At the same time I heard
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that Ndem Duke’s son had died from a bad sickness.\fn{ Any disease which causes the body to swell is a bad disease to
theEfik, since it indicates the presence of witchcraft, the violationof an mbiam oath, or “bad medicine.”}
1/9/1788
… old Robin John came himself and called the Calabar gentlemen to go to King Ambo’s palaver house and
meet, because they say that Robin John killed Captain John Ambo. So everyone agreed that it was not true. Duke
came home from Orroup.
1/17/1788
… about 6 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a fine morning. I went on board the Ford and came back at 10 o’clock
and drank in my house. At 6 o’clock I blew all … Ekpe men to cut firewood again in the morning to put in the
town palaver house. After 9 o’clock at night I saw that fire had got into Potter Antera’s yard. So I went up on top
of the house myself, and every man, to catch the fire. The fire had caught four houses. Soon afterwards I saw
Willy Tom Robin come and Captain Tatam sent one mate and six boat boys to help me.
1/23/1788
… I went on board to see Captain Potter about his cooper who was drowned in the water last night about 8
o’clock. We saw the Combesboch tender go away with 280 slaves. At 2 o’crock after noon King Aqua came to see
Egbo Young Omong, so we played all afternoon; at 7 o’clock at night he went home, and soon after we carried
Grand Ekpe into the palaver house.
1/27/1788
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a great morning fog. So I walked up to see the carpenters and joiners. After
that Backsider Drek Cameroons came to us with the new Obong men, so I gave them four rods. We went aboard
the Ford for dinner.
1/31/1788
About 5 a.m. at Aqua Landing with a great morning fog. So I went down to the landing and I sent my son on
board the Hughes to call him ashore and give him slaves, and after that I and Egbo Young and Esin Duke went on
board the Rogers. At 1 o’clock noon I sent two of my father’s sons to the mimbo market.\fn{Here the diary appears to
end. Unfortunately, it seems that the original manuscript was destroyed during a bombing of Edinburgh in World War II; what has survived
are a number of lengthy extracts made from it by the Rev. Dr. A. W. Wilkie, C.B.E., formerly of the Church of Scotland Mission, Calabar.
The original consisted of daily entries written in Antera Duke’s own hand in a large folio volume—such as might have been used as a ships
log-book—which had, apparently, been given to him by one of the officers of a slave ship anchored off Duke Town, Calabar. A missionary
brought it to Scotland some time during the 19 th century from Calabar and deposited it in the library of the United Presbyterian Church
offices in Edinburgh. | Before a reprint of the surviving remains of this diary fell into my hands, I chanced upon the following extract in an
anthology. I thought you might like to see what the original entry looked like, before I rendered it into machine-readable form. Here it is,
with my original notes at the time, some years ago now. - The above is a “modernization” (so the text) of this diary entry, which I have
transcribed for computer purposes: this is the original: … 2.7.1786. about 5 am in aqua Land-ing with fine morning and I go down for see
Duke with Little sick 8 clock night wee all tak 2 goat for go mak Doctor with Duke | 3.7.1786. about 5 am in aqua Landing with fine
morning I goin to see Duke with sick after 1 clock time all wee going to Duke yard for chop them goat wee was mak Doctor and 7 clock
night Duk ferry Bad | 4.7.1786 about 4 clock morning Duk Ephrim Dead soon after wee com up to Look way putt to grown | 5.7.1786
about 5 clock wee Done putt Duk for grown - - - and all wee look ferry poor Captain Savage arrived | 6.7.1786 wee go on bord Everry ship
5 canow to Let all Captin know … }

179.173 1. Excerpt from The Admonition To The Brethren. 2. Excerpt from Nur al-Albab\fn{by Uthman Dan Fodio
(c.1754-1917)} Northern Region, Nigeria (M) 2
1
I declare, and God the Accomplisher is my witness, that Ahmad Baba ibn Ahmad ibn al-Hajjz\fn{ A famous
scholar and biographer (1553-1627) who devoted his life to teaching and writing, mainly in Timbucktu and Marrakesh (after his capture by
the Moroccans in 1596)} laid down in his book, Exposition and Information about the kinds of Sudanese Captives,
that Bornu, Kano, Katsena, Songhay, and part of Zagzag were Muslim countries, but the whole of the country to
the west was a country of the Unbelievers. If someone asks, of what use is this inquiry into the mode of
government of the people mentioned in the passage, I reply,
“May God and you, reader, put the information to good use.”
The people are Muslim except the Afanu.\fn{A term used here and elsewhere to refer to the Hausa:H } I do not know
from whence these latter come, and never heard. To the west of Hausa all the people are Unbelievers. According
to our author, Islam was accepted by some kings and others of these parts in his time. Every learned man judges
according to the knowledge of his age. Conditions change with the times, and the cure changes with the disease. It
is well known that in our time Islam has become widespread in the land of Hausa among other than kings. The
Kings are Un- believers and nothing else. If they are believers in Islam, why are they idolators, refusing to follow
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in the way of God, and raising the flag of earthly power above the flag of Islam?
All this is Unbelief, according to the general opinion.
The government of a country is the government of its King without question. If the King is a Muslim, his land
is Muslim; if he is an Unbeliever, his land is a land of Unbelievers. In these circumstances it is lawful for anyone
to leave it for another country. There is no dispute that the Hausa Kings worshipped many places of idols, and
trees, and rocks, and sacrificed to them. This constitutes Unbelief, according to the general opinion.
This view of mine rests on the weight of authority, but does not deny the existence of some Muslims here and
there. We cannot judge from exceptions specially chosen:
“You should prefer the usual to the unusual; for the usual and common is what we want to elucidate.”
The above description was applicable to the condition of the Hausa peoples as we found them, before the
jihad. Since then we have fought them and put them to flight, and killed some, and driven others from this land by
the power of God (Exalted be He). We have appointed Muslim Governors over the land, and it has become a land
of Islam, without doubt. Praise be to God. …
To explain our flight from Gobir and the reasons of our holy war with the Rausa Sultans.
I declare, and God the Accomplisher is my witness, that the work of my brother ‘Abdullah on this subject is
sufficient. I said to him on a day:
“Write for us the reasons for our flight from Gobir and our holy war with the Hausa Sultans, to be our apology
to whoever reads the book, if he serve God.” He answered that he would write, and wrote:
… “Know that our Shaikh, 'Uthman ibn Muhammad Amir al-Mu’minin (May God prolong his life in his
service) came forth to call all persons, wherever they might be, to the Faith, and to expound to all whom he could
reach their duty to God, and noble endeavour, trying to clear away their doubts concerning God, to deliver them
from the doom to come and to save them, to keep alive the doctrines of Islam and to banish wickedness.
“Many people received his teaching, and helped him, till his fame spread abroad. There were learned men, his
contemporaries, who disputed and denied his mission.
“In the beginning he did not address himself to the kings. After a time his people grew and became famous, till
they were known in Hausaland as ‘The People.’Men kept leaving their countries and coming to him. Of the ruling
classes some repented, and came to him with all they possessed, leaving their Sultans. Then the Sultans became
angry, till there ensued between them and their chiefs the war we remember. Matters did not rest there. The
Sheikh said:
“‘I will not interfere between anyone and his chief; I will not be a cause of parting.’ He strove to avert a
quarrel. But the trouble grew and grew. The Sultans kept sending protests to their people. The rupture became
open between the Sheikh and them. They saw the growing numbers of his following and the hold that Islam had
gained. Its growing strength made them furious, and devils among jinns and men urged them on, saying:
“‘If you do not disperse this concourse of people, your power will be gone; they will destroy your country, by
causing all the people to leave you and go to them.’
“The Sultan of Gobir sent to us plotting our destruction, as we discovered. This showed us the true meaning of
his words and deeds. But God averted from us his evil design. He told us, what we know, namely, that they only
wished to kill us. So we returned to our abode. The Sultan of Gobir attacked the Sheikh’s people; they fled, for
they were afraid. The Gobir army followed them and captured some and slew others, seizing children and women,
and selling them in our midst.
“This made us greatly afraid. The Sultan of Gobir ordered the Sheikh to leave the country with his children and
wives and relatives, but to take no one else with him, and disperse his people. The Sheikh replied:
“‘I will not disperse my people, but I will go away with any who wish to come with me. Let those who wish to
remain, remain.’
“So we fled from their land in the year 1218 A.H. on the 10 th of Dhulqada\fn{February 23, 1804} to a place
outside Gobir territory. The Muslims all fled, following us. Many of them joined us with their people and
property; some brought nothing but their people; some came with no following at all.
“The Sultan of Gobir ordered his Chiefs to seize the goods of all who fled or prevent them leaving. They
seized much property of the Muslims, and killed some of them. Then he ordered those of the Chiefs nearest to us
on the east to keep on killing our people, and plundering, and imprisoning. The people suffered sorely. We went to
the Sheikh and said:
“‘Truly this matter has become intolerable; recourse must be had to arms. There can be no doubt that the
situation demands a prince to manage our affairs, for Muslims should not be without order or government.’ Then
we did homage to the Sheikh, as is directed by the Qur'an and Sunna in such circumstances, and made him the
leader of the Holy War. We rose to ward off attack. Self-defence and defence of dependants and possessions is a
righteous act, according to received opinion. …”
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Chapter dealing with the impious practices which affect this Hausa country, both those which have particularly
disturbed it and those which are a general evil.
Most of our educated men leave their wives, their daughters, and their captives morally abandoned, like beasts,
without teaching them what God prescribes should be taught them, and without instructing them in the articles of
the Law which concern them. Thus, they leave them ignorant of the rules regarding ablutions, prayer, fasting,
business dealings, and other duties which they have to fulfil, and which God commands that they should be
taught.
Men treat these beings like household implements which become broken after long use and which are then
thrown out on the dung-heap. This is an abominable crime! Alas! How can they thus shut up their wives, their
daughters, and their captives, in the darkness of ignorance, while daily they impart knowledge to their students?
In truth, they act out of egoism, and if they devote themselves to their pupils, that is nothing but hypocrisy and
vain ostentation on their part.
Their conduct is blameworthy, for to instruct one’s wives, daughters, and captives is a positive duty, while to
impart knowledge to students is only a work of supererogation, and there is no doubt but that the one takes
precedence over the other.
A man of learning is not strictly obliged to instruct pupils unless he is the only person in the country competent
to fulfil this office; in any case he owes in the first place his care to the members of his family, because they have
priority over everyone else.
Muslim women—do not listen to the speech of those who are misguided and who sow the seed of error in the
heart of another; they deceive you when they stress obedience to your husbands without telling you of obedience
to God and to his Messenger (May God show him bounty and grant him salvation), and when they say that the
woman finds her happiness in obedience to her husband.
They seek only their own satisfaction, and that is why they impose upon you tasks which the Law of God and
that of his Prophet have never especially assigned to you. Such are—the preparation of foodstuffs, the washing of
clothes, and other duties which they like to impose upon you, while they neglect to teach you what God and the
Prophet have prescribed for you.
Yes, the woman owes submission to her husband, publicly as well as in intimacy, even if he is one of the
humble people of the world, and to disobey him is a crime, at least so long as he does not command what God
condemns; in that case she must refuse, since it is wrong for a human creature to disobey the Creator. The
recompense for a woman who submits to her husband will be double, but only if she has first obeyed God and the
Prophet. …
179.172 Excerpt from The Repository Of Texts\fn{by ‘Abdullah Dan Fodio (c.1766-1828)} Northern Region, Nigeria
(M) 1
… It occurred to my heart that I should record in writing the shaikhs from whom I acquired knowledge and
bywhom I profited, in oder to make them known. …
And the first of them was my father from whom I learnt the Qur’an. He was Muhammad, and his nickname
was Fudi. … It’s meaning in our language is “one learned in the law.” …
Musa\fn{Musa Jukullu, his father’s ancestor} … came with our tribe from the country of the west, which is Futa
Tura,\fn{In Senegal} according to what we have heard, and he was one of ther chief men until he came with them to
the country of Kunni, and they were the first who lived in it before the Hausas and the Tuareg, until subsequently
they spread through the country of the Hausas. They were the origin of the tribe of the Fulani, and their language
was the language of the Fulani, … and their origin, according to what we have heard, is from the Christians of
Rum,\fn{The Eastern Roman Empire} to whom came the armies of the Sahaba.\fn{ The Companions of the Prophet}
Now among the shaikhs from whom I acquired knowledge was the Commander of the Believers, my uterine
brother ‘Uthman the Muhammad. … Now the virtues of this Commander of the Believers are well-known,
horsemen having brought them from the east and west, and we will not cause tedium by mentioning them. My
father left me in his hands after the reading of the Qur’an, and I was at that time 13 years of age.
I read with him al-Ishriniyat, al-Witriyat, and the Six Poets,\fn{These are all books of poetry: the last is presumably alMu’allaqat} and I learned from him the science of the Unity\fn{ Tawhid, theology} from the Sanusi books\fn{A 15th
century North African work} and their commentaries, and from other works. It was rarely that a book on the science of
the Unity reached our country, and I knew of it, and did not coy it down from him. I learnt from him syntax. … I
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learned from him also the knowledge of mysticism which belongs to the forming of good character in oneself and
that which belongs to perfecting oneself in science, such as made me independent, if God wills, of other than him.
I received from him certain books on law, from which were to be learnt what is obligatory on the individual. … I
learnt from him Qur’anic exegesis from the beginning of al-Fatiah to the end of the Qur’an, more times than I
can tell. I learnt from him the science of tradition which comes by knowledge, such as al-Iraqi, and that which
comes by oral tradition,\fn{Hadith} such as al-Bukhari\fn{Al-Bukhari was a great 9th century Persian scholar, whose collection
of traditions Muhammad is of universal authority among the orthodox } which trained me for [the study of] other works. I
learnt from him also the science of arithmetic, the elementary [pat] of it, the easy [part], and by the praise of God
I came to reflect on religion through the abundance of his light, and through his informative writings, both in
Arabic and in languages other than Arabic. He never composed a book from his first work until the present time,
except I was, for the most part, the first to copy it down from him. I accompanied him at home and abroad. I did
not leave him from the time that I was a youth, until my present age of almost 50 years. Praise be to God for that!
… I cannot now number all the shaikhs from whom I acquired knowledge. … Many a scholar, and many a
seeker after knowledge came to us from the East from whom I profited, so many that I cannot count them. Many a
scholar and many a seeker after knowledge came to us from the West, so many that I cannot count them. May God
reward them all with his approval. … Here I collect them for you in verse in order to make the memorizing of
them easy.\fn{Here rendered into prose, without the loss of any words: H}
My shaikhs in the science of grammar and accidence were our maternal uncle, namely ‘Abdullah. … And
Mujji, Ibrahim Barnuwa and Mandara. … And from ‘Abd al-Rahman, son of Muhammad, problems in grammar;
he gave me permission to pass on what I wished. And our companion al-Firabri, a reference for logic; he is high
above every star!
The shaikh of our shaikhs, and our pattern Jibril was my cloud letting down rain in that he gave us licence to
pass on what he had related on the authority of his shaikhs, and taught us the science of the Unity, the greatest
favour done to me. …
From al-Hajj Muhammad, my paternal uncle, the son of Raj, I listened to the Sahih of al-Bukhari the
perfumed. …
For the two sciences of prosody and rhyme with the Ramiza and [the science of] the numerical values of the
Qur’an, Ibrahim Mandara was my drinking place. And many a scholar or student other than these has profited me
with sciences, from the East and the West. May God give all of them, and the one who loves them to drink of the
showers of abundant flowing rain of approval. …
254.199 Excerpt from The Life, History, And Unparalleled Sufferings Of John Jea, The African
Preacher\fn{by John Jea (1773-after 1817)} nr. Calabar, Cross River State, Nigeria (M) 10
I, John Jea, the subject of this narrative, was born in the town of Old Callabar in Africa, in the year 1773. My father’s
name was Hambleton Robert Jea, my mother’s name Margaret Jea; they were of poor, but industrious parents.
At two years and a half old, I and my father, mother, brothers, and sisters, were stolen, and conveyed to North America,
and sold for slaves; we were then sent to New York, the man who purchased us was very cruel, and used us in a manner,
almost too shocking to relate; my master and mistress’s names were Oliver and Angelika Triehuen, they had seven
children—three sons and four daughters; he gave us a very little food or raiment, scarcely enough to satisfy us in any
measure whatever; our food was what is called Indian corn pounded, or bruised and boiled with water, the same way
burgo is made, and about a quart of sour butter-milk poured on it; for one person two quarts of this mixture, and about
three ounces of dark bread, per day, the bread was darker than that usually allowed to convicts, and greased over with very
indifferent hog’s lard; at other times when he was better pleased, he would allow us about half-a-pound of beef for a week,
and about half-a-gallon of potatoes; but that was very seldom the case, and yet we esteemed ourselves better used than
many of our neighbors.
Our labour was extremely hard, being obliged to work in the summer from about two o’clock in the morning, till
about ten or eleven o’clock at night, and in the winter from four in the morning, till ten at night. The horses usually rested
about five hours in the day, while we were at work; thus did the beasts enjoy greater privileges than we did.
We dared not murmur, for if we did we were corrected with a weapon an inch and-a-half thick, and that without
mercy, striking us in the most tender parts, and if we complained of this usage, they then took four large poles, placed
them in the ground, tied us up to them, and flogged us in a manner too dreadful to behold; and when taken down, if we
offered to lift up our hand or foot against our master or mistress, they used us in a most cruel manner; and often they
treated the slaves in such a manner as caused their death, shooting them with a gun, or beating their brains out with
some weapon, in order to appease their wrath, and thought no more of it than if they had been brutes: this was the
general treatment which slaves experienced.
47

After our master had been treating us in this cruel manner, we were obliged to thank him for the punishment he had
been inflicting on us, quoting that Scripture which saith, “Bless the rod, and him that hath appointed it.” But, though he
was a professor of religion, he forgot that passage which saith “God is love, and whoso dwelleth in love dwelleth in
God, and God in him.”
And, again, we are commanded to love our enemies; but it appeared evident that his wretched heart was hardened;
which led us to look up unto him as our god, for we did not know him who is able to deliver and save all who call upon
him in truth and sincerity. Conscience, that faithful monitor, (which either excuses or accuses) caused us to groan, cry,
or sigh, in a manner which cannot be uttered.
We were often led away with the idea that our masters were our gods; and at other times we placed our ideas on the
sun, moon, and stars, looking unto them, as if they could save us; at length we found, to our great disappointment, that
these were nothing else but the works of the Supreme Being; this caused me to wonder how my master frequently
expressed that all his houses, land, cattle, servants, and everything which he possessed was his own; not considering
that it was the Lord of Hosts, who has said that the gold and the silver, the earth, and the fullness thereof, belong to him.
Our master told us, that when we died, we should be like the beasts that perish; not informing us of God, heaven, or
eternal punishments, and that God hath promised to bring the secrets of every heart into judgement, and to judge every
man according to his works.
From the following instances of the judgements of God, I was taught that he is God, and there is none besides
him, neither in the heavens above, nor in the earth beneath, nor in the waters under the earth; for he doth with the
armies of heaven and the inhabitants of the earth as seemeth him good; and there is none that can stay his hand,
nor say unto him, with a prevailing voice, what dost thou?
My master was often disappointed in his attempts to increase the produce of his lands; for oftentimes he would
command us to carry out more seed into the field to insure a good crop, but when it sprang up and promised to yield
plentifully, the Almighty caused the worms to eat it at the root, and destroyed nearly the whole produce; God thus
showing him his own inability to preserve the fruits of the earth.
At another time he ordered the trees to be pruned, that they might have brought forth more fruit, to have increased
his worldly riches, but God, who doth not as man pleaseth, sent the caterpiller, the cankerworm, and the locust, when
the trees bore a promising appearance, and his fond hopes were blasted, by the fruits being all destroyed. Thus was he
again disappointed, but still remained ignorant of the hand of God being in these judgements.
Notwithstanding he still went on in his wickedness until another calamity befell him; for when the harvest was full
ripe, the corn cut down, and standing in shocks ready to be carried into the barn, it pleased God to send a dreadful
storm of thunder and lightning, hail and rain, which compelled them to leave it out, till it rotted on the ground. Often
were his cattle destroyed by distempers of various kinds; yet he hearkened not unto the voice of the Lord.
At one time, when his barns and storehouses were filled with all sorts of grain, and he rejoiced in the greatness of his
harvest, it pleased the Almighty to send a very dreadful storm of thunder and lightning, which consumed a great part of
his property; such scenes as these occurred several times, yet he regarded not the power of the Almighty, nor the
strength of his arm; for when we poor slaves were visited by the hand of God, and he took us from time to eternity, he
thought no more of our poor souls than if we had had none, but lamented greatly the loss of the body; which caused me
very much to wonder at his actions, I being very young, not above eight or nine years of age, and seeing the hand of the
Almighty, though I did not at that time know it was his works, in burning up the pastures, in permitting the cattle to die
for want of water, and in causing the fruits of the earth to be blighted.
At the same time a most violent storm of thunder and lightning was experienced, which, in the space of thirty or
forty miles, consumed about thirteen houses, barns, and storehouses, which terrified us poor slaves in a terrible manner,
not knowing what these things meant. Even my master and mistress were very much terrified, fearful of being
destroyed by the violence of the weather.
About two or three days after this awful scene, a day of fasting, prayer, and thanksgiving, was commanded by
General Washington, to pray to Almighty God to withdraw his anger from us; which day was observed by all, but us
poor slaves, for we were obliged to fast, but were not exempted from work; our masters thinking us not worthy to go to a
place of worship; which surprised me a great deal, being very ignorant, and I asked my parents what all this meant, but
they could not tell me, but supposed, from what they had heard them say, they were worshipping their god; then I began
to enquire how this could be, having heard my master often say, that all he possessed was his own, and he could do as he
pleased with it; which, indeed, was the saying of all those who had slaves.
My curiosity being thus raised, I made bold to speak to my master’s sons, and asked them the reason they prayed and
called upon God, and they told me because of the awful judgements that had happened on the land; then I asked what
awful judgements they meant, and they said unto me, have you not seen how the Lord hath destroyed all things from off
the face of the earth? and I answered yes; I then asked them who did this, and they told me God; then, said I, ought not
God to be feared, seeing that he can build up and he can cast down, he can create and he can destroy, and though we may
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cultivate our lands and sow our seed, we can never secure the crop without the favour of Him who, is the sovereign
disposer of all things?
They answered, yes. From this I observed that there were those who feared God when the weather was tempeous, but
feared him not when it was fine.
Seeing them act in such a wicked manner, I was encouraged to go on in my sins, being subject to all manner of iniquity
that could be mentioned, not knowing there was a God, for they told us that we poor slaves had no God. As I grew up, my
desire to know who their God was increased, but I did not know who to apply to, not being allowed to be taught by
anyone whatever, which caused me to watch their actions very closely; and in so doing, I, at one time, perceived that
something was going forward which I could not comprehend, at last I found out that they were burying a slave master,
who was very rich; they appeared to mourn and lament for his death, as though he had been a good man, and I asked them
why they let him die; they said they could not help it, for God killed him: I said unto them, what, could you not have taken
him away from God?
They said, no, for he killed whomever he pleased. I then said he must be a dreadful God, and was led to fear least he
should kill me also; although I had never seen death, but at a distance. But this fear did not last long, for seeing others
full of mirth, I became so too.
A short time after this, there were great rejoicings on account of a great victory obtained by the Americans over the
poor Indians, who had been so unfortunate as to lose their possessions, and they strove against the Americans, but they
over-powered and killed thousands of them, and numbers were taken prisoners, and for this cause they greatly rejoiced.
They expressed their joy by the ringing of bells, firing of guns, dancing and singing, while we poor slaves were hard at
work. When I was informed of the cause of these rejoicings, I thought, these people made a great mourning when God
killed one man, but they rejoice when they kill so many. I was thus taught that though they talked much about their
God, they did not regard him as they ought. They had forgotten that sermon of our blessed Saviour’s on the mount,
which you find in St. Matthew’s gospel, v. chap 43, 44, v.; and I had reason to think their hearts were disobedient, not
obeying the truth, though it was read and preached to them; their hearts being carnal, as the Scriptures saith, were at
enmity with God, not subject to the law of God, neither indeed could be; for they gave themselves up to the works of
the flesh, to fulfil it in the lusts thereof.
My dear reader, consider the great obligations you are under to the Wise Disposer of all events, that you were not born
in Africa, and sold for a slave, on whom the most cruel tortures are exercised, but that you were born in Britain, a land of
freedom; and above all, be thankful for the opportunities you have of knowing the “true God, and Jesus Christ whom he
has sent,” and recollect that as you possess much, much will be required; and, unless you improve your advantages, you
had better be a slave in any dark part of the world, than a neglecter of the gospel in this highly favoured land; recollect also
that even here you might be a slave of the most awful description:—a slave to your passions—a slave to the world—a
slave to sin—a slave to satan—a slave of hell—and, unless you are made free by Christ through the means of the gospel,
you will remain in captivity, tied and bound in the chains of your sin, till at last you will be bound hand and foot, and cast
into outer darkness, there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth forever.
But, to return to myself, it was evident that our masters did not believe the report God gave of his Son, which the
gospel holds forth to us, for if they had they would have instructed us poor slaves; but they did not think us, as have
been before observed, worthy [of] their notice. Frequently did they tell us we were made by, and like the devil, and
commonly called us black devils; not considering what the Scriptures saith in the Song of Solomon,
“I am black, but comely. Look not upon me, because I am black, because the sun hath looked upon me; my
mother’s children were angry with me; they made me keeper of the vineyards; but mine own vineyard have I not
kept.”
This latter sentence was verified in the case of us poor slaves, for our master would make us work, and neglect the
concerns of our souls.
From my observations of the conduct and conversation of my master and his sons, I was led to hate those who
professed themselves Christians, and to look upon them as devils; which made me neglect my work, and I told them
what I thought of their ways. On this they did beat me in a most dreadful manner; but, instead of making me obedient, it
made me the more stubborn, not caring whether I lived or died, thinking that after I was dead I should be at rest, and that
I should go back again to my native country, Africa (an idea generally entertained by slaves); but when I told them this,
they chastised me seven times the more, and kept me short of food.
*
In addition to this punishment, they made me go to a place of worship, while the other slaves enjoyed a rest for an
hour or two; I could not bear to be where the word of God was mentioned, for I had seen so much deception in the
people that professed to know God, that I could not endure being where there were, nor yet to hear them call upon the
name of the Lord; but I was still sent in order to punish me, for when I entered the place I had such malice against God
and his people, as showed the depravity of my heart, and verified the Scripture which saith,
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“That the natural man understandeth not the things which are of God, for they are foolishness unto him; neither doth
he know them, because he is not spiritually discerned.”
My rage and malice against every person that was religious was so very great that I would have destroyed them all,
had it been in my power; my indignation was so increased on my entering the place of worship, that, “the form of my
visage was changed,” like Nebuchadnezzar’s, when he ordered Shadrach, Mesbach, and Abednego, to be cast into the
fiery furnace. My fury was more particularly kindled against the minister, and I should have killed him, had I not feared
the people, it not being in my power to kill him, grieved me very much; and I went home and told my master what the
minister had said, and what lies he had told, as I imagined, in hopes that he would send me no more; but he knowing this
was a punishment to me, he made me go the more, for it was evident it was not for the good of my soul; this pained me
exceedingly, so that I laid the blame to the minister, thinking that it was through his preaching so many lies, as I thought
in my foolish opinion, that I was obliged to attend, not knowing that he spoke the truth, and I told the lies. The more I
went to hear him preach, the more I wished to lay in wait to take away his life; but, as when the preaching was over, I
was forced to return home to my master, and tell him what I had heard, I had no opportunity. At one time, the minister
said that God was in the midst of them, which astonished me very much, and I looked all about to see if I could see him,
but I could not, and I thought I had as good eyes as anyone; not having any idea that “God is a spirit, and they that
worship him, must worship him in spirit and in truth,” John iv. 24; and only to be seen by a spiritual mind in the exercise
of faith.
I was thus sent every Sabbath-day, while the other slaves rested, for while the masters go to worship, the slaves are
allowed to rest, but thinking that I deserved punishment I was compelled to go to the chapel; but instead of being
benefitted by what I heard, I mocked and persecuted the people of God; and when I went home I told my master of the
foolishness of preaching, and that the people were mad, for they cried and beat their hands together. It amazed me very
much to think they suffered such a noise in a place which they called God’s house; on returning home I told my master
what I had heard and seen, and what I thought of it, which pleased him very much. My hatred was so much against
going to the chapel, that I would rather have received an hundred lashes.
Hearing the minister say that we must pray to God for his presence, I determined when I went away to do the same as
I had seen the minister do; so when I got home, I retired into a secret place, and there began folding my hands together,
shutting my eyes, and using many words which I had heard the minister say, not knowing whether they were right or
wrong; and thinking for my much speaking, God would hear me, like the pharisees of old: little did I think that prayer
was the sincerity of the heart, and such only is accepted of God; not being acquainted with his word; but I was obliged
still to go and hear the minister, or else I should not have had my daily allowance, which was very small. So after
thinking a short time, I consented to go one week more, and endeavour to find out “The Lamb of God, that taketh away
the sins of the world,” whom the minister pointed out; but all was in vain, for I was so tempted by Satan, that
difficulties and troubles, whenever I attempted to pray, attended me. The temptations of the devil were so great, and
my repeated attempts to pray so interrupted, that I resolved to go to the minister, and tell him my situation. I therefore
went, and told him the state of my mind. He told me it was the works of the devil, to frustrate me in my endeavours to
serve the Lord, but bid me go on praying in opposition to him. I thanked him for his kindness in telling me what to do,
but believed him not; however, I still continued praying, in order to find out whether there was a God or not, being
determined to take the minister’s life away, if I could not find God.
Thus I endeavoured to pray, but such was my situation, that sometimes I could not utter a word; often when I began to
pray, I fell asleep, which grieved me very much; conscience accusing me of neglect in my seeking after God. One day
being sent as usual to the chapel, in order to punish me, the minister was preaching about prayer, my attention was
immediately fixed on the minister to hear what he had to say on the subject, when he said that if any of us had been
praying to God and found no benefit from it, we should pray again and again, and be more earnest, and the Lord would
hear our prayers: for, “The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much.” Not knowing the similarity of
experience, I thought the minister was preaching about me, and exposing me to all the people, which so much vexed me,
that I could not stay any longer, but left the place of worship, and returned home, crying and weeping all the way.
Having a very strong desire to know God, I often retired into some private place to pray, but did not receive any
advantage for a long time, which grieved me very sorely. My own heart still suggested to me that there was no God,
being so wicked and sinful; that I have since compared myself with those who were destroyed by the flood, Gen. viii.
21. But I have great reason to bless the Lord, that though my heart was deceitful above all things and desperately
wicked, yet he did not destroy me, but that I might by his Spirit be converted to God.
From my being disappointed several times I began to despair of ever finding God, and I made a resolution if I did not
find him in one more week, I would seek him no more, and would use all the means in my power to take away the
minister’s life. By earnest prayer and supplication, before the week expired, I was led to see that I was a sinner; all my sins
were brought to mind; and the vengeance of God hanging over my head, ready to crush me to pieces; which filled me
with distress and anguish of mind,
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“The sorrows of death now seemed to compass me, and the pains of hell got hold upon me; I found trouble and
sorrow.”
My sins seemed like great mountains pressing on me, and I thought God would deal with me according to my sins, and
punish me for my crimes. I knew not how to pacify the wrath of God, for when I looked round me I saw nothing but
danger, for the threatenings of God against rebellious sinners, appeared to my view, some of which you will find in the 9th
and 10th Psalms; and I had sinned against him with an high hand, and an outstretched arm; and had said in my heart, who
is the Lord that I should serve him. But now the Lord shrewed me my sad state, and that I had spoken against him. I was
in great distress and affliction, feeling the truth of what God says in his word, that he will send all the curses upon man for
their disobedience; and this caused me to groan and cry in a most dreadful manner. The persecutions and threatenings
which I had vowed against religious people, particularly the minister, now came to my mind, and filled me with bitter
reflection. Sometimes, my terror of mind was so great, that I thought the earth would open, and swallow me up, as in the
case of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram. Numbers xvi. 31-35.
My master and mistress, seeing my distress, asked me what was the matter; and I told them what a sinner I was, and
what I feared on account of it: but they commanded me to go to work, for their was no fear of the earth’s opening her
mouth, and swallowing me up; that the minister had put the devil in me, and they would beat him out, and then they
began beating me in a most dreadful manner, whilst I was in this distress of mind; and to add to my troubles, they
would not permit me to attend the chapel, thus altering my punishment, though I felt the burden of my sins almost
insupportable. In this state I was forced to go to work, with my flesh torn to pieces by their scourging, having large
lumps raised on my back; and my soul was grieved and troubled within me. In this situation I went from one friend to
another, crying
“What shall I do to be saved?” But they, instead of comforting, ridiculed me, and said I was mad.
In this miserable condition, I went to the minister, whom once I had so much despised, and enquired of him, what I
must do to be saved; begging of him to read and pray for me, that God’s anger might be turned away, and that he might
be merciful unto me. After this I used to go to the minister every night, about ten or eleven o’clock, that he might read
and pray to me; he told me I must pray for myself; but I said that God would not hear my prayers, because I was so
wicked: but he told me to go to God, and tell him what a wicked sinner I was, and beg him to have mercy on me. When
I went home, I began calling upon God, but did not dare to look up unto heaven, where his honour dwelleth, being so
exceedingly terrified, for I feared that God would send his thunder and lightning to destroy me, because of my sins and
wickedness. And in my distress I called upon the Lord, and cried unto my God, which you read of in the 18th Psalm,
though I could not believe him to be my God, I was so afraid of him.
My distress was so very great, that I could have exclaimed with one of old, that I could not give sleep to my eyes, nor
slumber to my eye-lids; yea, my bed was watered with my tears: seeing myself hanging over the brink of a burning hell,
only by the brittle thread of life. My experiencing such hardships from my master and others led me to cry out,
“O Lord, thou hast made me the off-scouring and the refuse in the midst of all the people; and all mine enemies have
opened their mouths against me.”
My enemies, my master and mistress, my mother, sisters, and brothers, chased me sorely without a cause, and
increased my trouble by not permitting me to go to a place of worship; for now I began to see the need of a Saviour to
save my soul, or else I must have perished forever; and feeling that I was not prepared to die, and appear before the
judgement seat of Christ, to give an account of the deeds done in the body. Having been led to see that they were very
bad, it caused me to say,
“Is it nothing to you all ye that pass by; behold and see if there be any sorrow like unto my sorrow, which is done unto
me, wherewith the Lord, hath afflicted me, in the day of his fierce anger; from above he hath sent fire into my bones, and
it prevaileth against them. He hath spread a net for my feet; he hath turned me back, he hath made me desolate, and faint
all the day. The yoke of my transgressions is bound by his hand, they are wreathed, and come up upon my neck. He hath
made my strength to fail; the Lord hath delivereth me into their hands from whom I am not able to rise up. For these
things I weep, mine eyes runneth down with water; because the Comforter that should relieve my soul is far from me.”
Lament. of Jeremiah i. 12, 13, 14, 16.
In this distress I continued five or six weeks, and found no relief, being derided, persecuted, and tortured in the most
cruel manner; every thing seemed to be against me; yea, even my victuals seemed like wormwood, and my drink like
gall.\fn{The text has: gaul} Thus I bowed my knees and my heart before the Lord, in great distress, begging the Lord to
have mercy on my soul, that I might not perish; and in the bitterness of my soul,
“I set my face unto the Lord God, to seek by prayer and supplications, with fastings, and sackcloth, and ashes:
And I prayed unto the Lord my God, and made my confession, and said, 0 Lord, the great and dreadful God,
keeping the covenant and mercy to them that love him, and to them that keep his commandments; we have sinned
and have committed iniquity, and have done wickedly, and have rebelled, even by departing from thy precepts,
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and from thy judgements: Neither have we hearkened unto thy servants the prophets, which spake in thy name to
our kings, our princes, and our fathers, and to all the people of the land.” Daniel ix, 3, 4, 5, 6.
My troubles were so great, that I had nigh sunk into despair, the world, the flesh, and the devil, pressing on me
solely. My enemies increased their persecutions, which led me to cry to the Lord to have mercy on my soul, and
deliver me from my cruel enemies. Yea, I cried and mourned like a dove of the valley, upon the tops of the
mountains; saying,
“Be merciful unto me, O God: for man would swallow me up ; he fighting daily oppresseth me. Mine enemies
would swallow me up: for they be many that fight against me, O thou Most High. What time I am afraid, I will
trust in thee.” Psalm lvi. 1, 2, 3. But the corruptions of my heart were so held forth to my view, that I exclaimed
with David of old, Psalm Ii, to the 18th verse.
Such was my desire of being instructed in the way of salvation, that I wept at all times I possibly could, to hear the
word of God, and seek instruction for my soul; while my master still continued to flog me, hoping to deter me from going;
but all to no purpose, for I was determined, by the grace of God, to seek the Lord with all my heart, and with all my mind,
and with all my strength, in spirit and in truth, as you read in the Holy Bible. During five or six weeks of my distress, I did
not sleep six hours in each week, neither did I care to eat any victuals, for I had no appetite, and thought myself unworthy
of the least blessing that God had bestowed on me; that I exclaimed with the publican of old,
“God be merciful to me a miserable hell-deserving sinner.”
And while I was thus crying, and begging God to have mercy on me, and confessing my sins unto him, it pleased God
to hear my supplications and cries, and came down in his Spirit’s power and blessed my soul, and showed me the clear
fountain of living water, which proceeded from the throne of God, as you may read in the Revelations; yea, a fountain of
water and blood, which flowed from Emanuel’s side, to wash away my sins and iniquities, and he applied it unto my
heart, and cleansed it from all iniquities, and said unto me,
“And when I passed by thee, and saw thee polluted in thine own blood, I said unto thee when thou wast in thy
blood, Live; yea, I said unto thee when thou wast in thy blood, Live. I have caused thee to multiply as the bud of
the field, and thou hast increased and waxen great, and thou art come to excellent ornaments: thy breasts are
fashioned, and thine hair is grown, whereas thou wast naked and bare. Now when I passed by thee, and looked
upon thee, behold, thy time was the time of love ; and I spread my skirt over thee, and covered thy nakedness: yea,
I sware unto thee, and entered into a covenant with thee, saith the Lord God, and thou becamest mine. Then
washed I thee with water; yea, I thoroughly washed away thy blood from thee, and I anointed thee with oil. I
clothed thee also with broidered work, and shod thee with badgers’ skin, and I girded thee about with fine linen,
and I covered thee with silk. I decked thee also with ornaments, and I put bracelets upon thy hands, and a chain on
thy neck. And I put a jewel on thy forehead, and ear-rings in thine ears, and a beautiful crown upon thine head.
Thus wast thou decked with gold and silver ; and thy raiment was of fine linen, and silk, and broidered work; thou
didst eat fine flour, and honey, and oil: and thou wast exceeding beautiful, and thou didst prosper abundantly. And
thy renown went forth among the heathen for thy beauty: for it was perfect through my comeliness, which I had
put upon thee, saith the Lord God.” Ezekiel xvi 6-14.
*
My dear reader, consider the state I was in, I was nearly naked, and had scarcely food to eat, and when I
complained, I was tied up, both hands and feet, or put in chains, and flogged, so that the blood would run from my
back to the ground; at one time he broke two of my ribs, by stamping and jumping upon me. Consider what a
great deliverance I experienced, being released from the bondage of sin and satan, and delivered from the misery
in which I was in, surely none else but the eternal God could effect so great a change.
I had sinned against God with an high hand and an out-stretched arm, and had said in my heart, who is God, or the
Almighty that I should fear him, and what profit is it that we have kept his ordinances, or that we have walked
mournfully before the Lord of Hosts, Mal. iii. chap. part of the 14th verse. But for ever-blessed be the Lord God
Almighty, who heareth the prayers and supplications of poor unworthy sinful creatures, for when I humbled myself,
and walked mournfully before the Lord God Almighty, and kept his ordinances and his commandments, he sent his
Spirit into my heart, which convinced me “of sin, of righteousness, and of judgement to come.” John xvi 8. This made
me confess my sins and my wickedness, with shame and confusion of face; and when I had confessed my sins and
my wickedness to God, with grief and sorrow of heart, “He was faithful and just to forgive me my sins, and to
cleanse me from all unrighteousness.” 1 John i. 13.
I was about fifteen years of age when the Lord was pleased to remove gross darkness, superstition, and idolatry,
from my heart, and shined upon me with the glorious reconciliation and light of his countenance, and turned my
darkness into day, and created a clean heart within me, and renewed a right spirit within me, and said unto my soul,
“Let their be light, (Gen. i. 3) and their was light.” This “was the true Light, which lighteth every man that cometh
into the [spiritual] world.” John i.9. He was in my heart, and my heart was made by him a clean, new, and fleshy
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heart, and the heart of stone he took away, as says the prophet Ezekiel, and he renewed a right spirit within me, and
gave me a broken spirit, and a humble and contrite heart, which God wilt not despise. Jesus Christ now revealed
himself to me, and appeared as, “The altogether lovely, and the chiefest among ten thousands,” as he did to the
church of old; and for my sorrow and sadness, he gave me joy and gladness in my heart: he also bound up my
broken heart, and strengthened my feeble knees, and lifted up my hanging down hands, and comforted my
mourning soul; as says the prophet Isaiah; yea, he also poured out the ointment of his grace, and to my sin-sick soul
he made his strength perfect in my weakness; and found his grace sufficient for me, and caused me to exclaim in
the language of the Psalmist, in the 103rd Psalm,
“Bless the Lord, O my soul: and all that is within me, bless his holy name, &c.”
This was the language of my heart, day and night, for his goodness and mercy, in delivering me from a wounded
conscience, and from a broken spirit, and from all the enemies that rose up against me. Yea, he delivered me from the
temptations of the world, the flesh, and the devil; and drew my feet out of the miry clay and horrible pit; hewed me out of
the rock of unbelief; and brought me through the waste howling wilderness of sin and iniquity, where my enemies laid in
wait to destroy my soul, and watched to take away my life; doing everything to prevent my rest; yea, they hooted,
laughed, and scoffed at me; my master beating me to keep me from attending the house of God, but all this did not hinder
me, for I blessed and praised his holy name that I was counted worthy to suffer with my blessed Jesus; and in all my
sufferings I found the presence of God with me, and the Spirit of the Lord to comfort me. I found the hand of the Lord in
everything, for when I was beaten it seemed that the Spirit of the Lord was so great on me, that I did not regard the pain and
trouble which I felt. At other times when kept without victuals, in order to punish me, I felt the love of God in me, that I did not
regard the food; and all the language of my heart was—
Wealth and honour I disdain,
Earthly comforts all are vain;
These can never satisfy,
Give me Christ or else I die.

At other times when they gave me any refreshment, I acknowledged that it came from the immediate hand of God, and
rendered unto him humble and hearty thanks in the best manner I could, as the Spirit gave me utterance, which provoked my
master greatly, for his desire was that I should render him thanks, and not God, for he said that he gave me the things, but I
said, no, it all came from God, for all was his; that the Spirit of God taught me so; for I was led, guided, and directed by the
Spirit, who taught me all things which are of God, and opened them unto my understanding.
Thus I could join with John in the Revelations, saying, “Thou art worthy, O Lord, to receive glory, and honour and
power: for thou has created all things, and for thy pleasure they are and were created.” Rev. iv.9. For I then viewed all
the things upon the earth as coming from God, and I asked my master where the earth came from; from God or man,
and who had made it. He answered, that God made it. Then said I unto him, if God made the earth, he made the things
on the earth, and the things in the earth, and the waters under the earth, Exodus xx.4. Yea, and besides this, he made the
heaven also, and the things in heaven, and in the firmament of heaven, Gen. i. He also made hell for the devil and his
angels; and when I took a survey of all these things, I thought
“I beheld, and I heard the voice of many angels round about the throne and the beasts and the elders: and the number
of them was ten thousand times ten thousand, and thousands of thousands ; Saying with a loud voice, Worthy is the
Lamb that was slain to receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and strength, and honour and glory, and blessing. And
every creature which is in heaven, and on the earth, and under the earth, and such as are in the sea, and all that are in
them, heard I saying, Blessing, and honour and glory, and power, be unto him that sitteth upon the throne, and unto the
Lamb for ever and ever. And the four beasts said, Amen. And the four and twenty elders fell down and worshipped him
that liveth forever and ever.” Rev. v.12, to the end.
When I took a view of the smallest insect, it showed me, that none but the Almighty could make them, I therefore
asked my master who made the insects. He answered, that they came forth out of the ground, but I said unto him, that if
God made the ground, surely he made the insects also; for “All things were made by him; and without him was not any
thing made that was made.” John i.4. From this passage it is evident that every thing which our eyes behold, God made
it, and he hath put life into every living, moving, and creeping thing, and that he hath made all the dust of the earth, the
sand of the coast of the sea, the rocks and the hills, the forests, the sea, and the fountains of water; yea, everything that
can be mentioned.
Seeing then the greatness, power, and goodness, of God, how thankful ought we to be for every mercy and blessing
he so richly bestows on us, and what favours we enjoy above many of our fellow-creatures; but, on the contrary, how
many do we see walking contrary to God’s will and commands; swearing, cursing, and abusing the holy name of God;
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treating with disdain and contempt the mercies of God; who made all things good for his own glory, and for the good of
our souls and bodies; and has left upon record that we should have dominion over all things.
How often do we hear our fellow-creatures swear in a most dreadful manner; should the reader be of this class, attend to
the words of our Lord and Savior, in that ever-memorable sermon on the mount;
“Ye have heard that it hath been said by them of old time, Thou shalt not forswear thyself but shall perform unto the Lord
thine oaths: But I say unto you, Swear not at all: neither by heaven ; for it is God’s throne: Nor by the earth; for it is his
footstool: neither by Jerusalem; for it is the city of the great King. Neither shalt thou swear by thy head, because thou canst
not make one hair white or black: But let your communication be, Yea, yea; Nay, nay: for whatsoever is more than these
cometh of evil.” Matthew v. 33-37. Seeing this to be the case, “What manner of persons ought ye to be in all holy
conversation and godliness.”
The time is drawing nigh when we must all appear at the bar of God, to give an account of the deeds done in the body.
“But, beloved, be not ignorant of this one thing, that one day is with the Lord as a thousand years, and a thousand years as
one day. The Lord is not slack concerning his promise, as some men count slackness; but is long-suffering to us-ward, not
willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance.” 2 Peter iii. 8, 9.
O impenitent sinner! Consider the uncertainty of time, and that “Now is the accepted time, now is the day of
salvation.” Consider the many exhortations and admonitions the Scriptures holds out to your view: “Have I any pleasure
at all that the wicked should die? saith the Lord God; and not that he should return from his ways, and live?” Ezekiel
xviii. 23. “Who will have all men to be saved, and to come unto the knowledge of the truth.” 1 Timothy ii.4. “For
yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord so cometh as a thief in the night.” I Thess. v.2. “But know this, that if
the good man of the house had known in what watch the thief would come, he would have watched, and would not have
suffered his house to be broken up. Therefore, be ye also ready: for in such hour as ye think not, the Son of man
cometh.” Matthew xxiv. 43,44. See Luke xii.39. Revelations xiv. 15. Revelations iii. 3.2 Peter iii. 10.
My dear reader, though the word of God informs us that it will be in the night, consider that you may not be permitted
to live to that night, for you know not when this night will come; and if God should summon thee to appear before his
tribunal this day, or this night, how dost thou think to appear before him in thy wickedness? If thou had not been led to
Christ for salvation, how awful will the sentence be unto thee, “Depart, ye cursed, into everlasting punishment, prepared
for the Devil, and his angels.” O! What a dreadful sentence! But should you be holy and righteous what a joyful sound
will it be unto you to hear the welcome salutation of “Come, ye blessed of my father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you
from the foundation of the world.” O! What cheering words!
I would therefore advise you, my dear reader, to endeavour, if you have not, to seek the Lord, to attain this blessing,
and to shun that dreadful place of punishment which you have heard of. Consider the multitude of sins which thou hast
committed, and remember, that “One leak will sink a ship,” and one single sin will sink thy soul into everlasting perdition;
or, in plainer terms, into that lake which burneth with fire and brimstone, where the worm dieth not, and the fire is not
quenched. Read the ixth chapter of the gospel by St. Mark. Matthew xvi. 28. xvii. 1, 22. xviii. 1. Luke xi. 49. 1 Cot xli. 3
Matthew x.42. xviii. 6. v. 29. xviii. 8. Isaiah lxvi. 24. Leviticus ii. 13. Matthew v.13.
There are many, it is to be lamented, in our day, that profess religion, but by their life and conduct they betray themselves,
and crucify their Lord and Master, by putting him to an open shame; but a true Christian is merciful to all, endeavouring
always to do good. But this was not the case with me, for before I knew God, it was always my delight to do evil in
persecuting the people of God, and committing all manner of sin and wickedness, to my own shame and confusion;
“Wherefore I give you to understand, that no man speaking by the Spirit of God calleth Jesus accursed: and that no
man can say that Jesus is the Lord, but by the Holy Ghost.” 1 Cor. xii.3. “And whosoever shall give to drink unto one
of these little ones a cup of cold water, only in the name of a disciple, verily I say unto you, He shall in no wise lose
his reward.” Matthew x.42. “But whoso shall offend one of these little ones which believe in me, it were better for
him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and that he were drowned in the depth of the sea.” Matthew xviii. 6.
But I did not think while I was persecuting the people of God, that he was able to cast me, both soul and body, into
hell, where the worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched. My dear reader, if you cannot do the followers of Jesus
any good, do not injure them; consider what a solemn assertion is made in their behalf.
The least darling lust will prevent thy entering into the heavenly and blessed paradise; “Wherefore if thy hand or
foot offend thee: cut them off and cast them from thee: it is better for thee to enter into life halt or maimed, rather than
having two hands or two feet to be cast into everlasting fire.” Matthew xviii. 8. But I thought nothing of this, and was
living in the indulgence of my heart, and fulfilling my carnal desires; but blessed and praised be the God of my
salvation, for he has turned my darkness into his glorious and marvellous light. May it please the Lord to turn every
sinner’s heart, as he was pleased to turn mine; and translate them out of the kingdom of Satan into the kingdom of his
dear Son; and stop them from going down to the place of eternal punishment.
*
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But, to resume my narrative, when my heart was changed by divine grace, and I became regenerated and born again
of the water and of the Spirit, and became as a little child, I began to speak the language of Canaan to my master and
mistress, and to my own friends, but it seemed to them as if I was mad, or like one that was mocking them, when I bid
them leave off their sins and wickedness, by the aid of God’s divine Spirit, and be saved by grace, through faith in the
Lord Jesus Christ, and said that they must be regenerated and born again of the water and of the Spirit, or else they could
not enter into the kingdom of heaven; showing them the necessity of that important doctrine by the conversation of Jesus
Christ with Nicodemus, John iii. But, though they professed Christianity, they knew nothing of what it meant; which
surprised me exceedingly, and I exclaimed,
“Are ye Christians, and know not these things?” And when I had thus exclaimed unto them, they thought I had lost
my reason; yea, my dear mother and sisters, my master and his family, in particular, thought so of me; thus, “My
foes were those of my own house.”
But being taught and directed by the Spirit of God, I told my master, mistress, my mother, sisters, and brothers, that
there was nothing too hard for the Almighty God to do, for he would deliver me from their hands, and from their
tyrannical power; for he had began the work of grace in my heart, and he would not leave it unfinished, for whatsoever
grace had begun, glory would end. He gave me to see the first approach of evil; and he gave me power over my
besetting sins, to cast them from me, and to despise them as deadly poison. He armed me with the whole armour of
divine grace, whereby I quenched all the fiery darts of the wicked, and compelled Satan to retreat; and put him to flight
by faithful and fervent prayer.
In addition to these he gave me power over the last enemy, which is death; that is, I could look at it without any fear
or dread; though it is the most terrible of all other things. There is nothing in the world that we can imagine, so dreadful
and frightful as death. It is possible to escape the edge of the sword—to close the lions’ mouths—to quench the fiery
darts;—but when death shoots its poisoned arrows—when it opens its infernal pit—and when it sends forth its devouring
flames—it is altogether impossible to secure ourselves, to guard ourselves from its merciless fury. There is an infinite
number of warlike inventions, by which we defeat the evil designs of the most powerful and dreadful enemies; but there
is no stratagem of the most renowned general, no fortification, ever so regular or artificial, no army, ever so victorious,
that can but for a moment retard the approaches of death; this last enemy, in the twinkling of an eye, flies through the
strongest bulwarks, the thickest walls, the most prodigious towers, the highest castles, and the most inaccessible rocks;
makes its way through the strongest barricadoes, passes over trenches, pierces the impenetrable armour, and through the
best-tempered breastplates it strikes the proudest hearts, it enters the darkest dungeon, and snatches the prisoners out of
the hands of the most trusty and watchful guards. Nature and art can furnish us with nothing able to protect us from
death’s cruel and insatiable hands. There are none so barbarous, but they are sometimes overcome by the prayers and
tears of such as implore their mercy; nay, such as have lost all sense of humanity and goodness, commonly spare in their
rage, the weakest age and sex; but unmerciful death hath no more regard to such as are humble, than to those those that
resist and defy it; it takes no notice of infants’ tears and cries, it plucks them from the breasts of their tenderhearted
mothers; it stops its ears to the requests of trembling old age, and casts to the ground the gray heads as so many
withered oaks. At a battle, when princes and generals of the enemy’s are taken prisoners, they are not treated as
common soldiers; but unmerciful death treds under feet as audaciously the prince as the subject, the master as the
servant, the noble as the vassal, the rich Dives and the begging Lazarus; together it blows out with the same blast, the
most glorious luminaries and the most loathsome lamps. It hath no more respect for the crowns of kings, the pope’s
mitre, and the cardinal’s cap, than for the shepherd’s crook, or the poor slave’s chains; it heaps them all together, and
shuts them in the same dungeon. There is no war, though ever so furious and bloody, but it is interrupted with some
days, or at least some hours, of cessation or truce; nay, the most inhuman minds are at last tired with bloody conquests;
but insatiable death never saith it is enough, at every hour and moment it cuts down multitudes of the human race; the
flesh of all the animals that have died since the creation of the world, has not been able to glut this devouring monster.
All warfare is doubtful, he that gains the victory to day, may soon after be put to flight; he that at present is in a
triumphant chariot may become the footstool of his enemy; but death is always victorious, it triumphs with an
insufferable insolence over all the kings and nations of the earth; it never returns to its den, but when loaded with spoils,
and glutted with blood, the strongest Samson and the most victorious David, who have torn in pieces, and have
overcome lions and bears, and have cut off the heads of giants, have at last yielded themselves, and been cut off by
death. The great Alexanders and the triumphing Caesars, who have made all the world to tremble before them, and
conquered the most part of the habitable earth, could never find any thing that might protect them from death’s power;
when magnificent statues and stately trophies were raised to their honour, death laughed at their vanity, and made sport
with their rich marbles, where so many proud titles are engraved, which cover nothing but a little rotten flesh and a few
bones, which death has broken and reduced to ashes.
We read in the prophecies of Daniel, that King Nebuchadnezzar saw in a dream a large image of gold, both glorious and
terrible: its head was of pure gold, its breasts and arms were of silver, its belly and thighs of brass, its legs of iron, and its
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feet partly of clay and partly of iron. As the king was beholding it with astonishment, a little stone, cut out of a mountain,
without hands, was rolled against the feet of this prodigious image, and broke it all to pieces; not only the clay and iron
were broken, but also the gold, the silver, and the brass, all became as the chaff which the wind bloweth to and fro. This
great image represented the four universal monarchies of the world, viz., that of Babylon, of the Persians and Medes, of
the Greeks, and of the Romans; it represented also the vanity and inconstancy of all things under the sun, for what is the
pomp, the glory, the strength, and the dignities of this world, but as smoke driven with the wind, a vapour that soon
vanishes away, a shadow that flies from us, or a dream that disappears in an instant. Man, created in the image of God, at
his first appearance seems to be very glorious, for a while, and become terrible, but as soon as death strikes at the earthly
part, and begins to break his flesh and bones, all the glory, pomp, power, and magnificence of the richest, the most
terrible, and victorious monarchs, are changed into loathsome smells, into contemptible dust, and reduced to nothing.
“Vanity of vanities; all is vanity.”
Since, therefore, death is so impartial as to spare none, and its power so great, that none can escape or resist it, it is
no wonder if it appears so terrible, and fill with fear, grief and despair, the minds of all mortals who have not settled
their faith and assurance on God; for there is no condemned prisoner but trembles when he beholds the scaffold
erecting, upon which he is designed to be broken on the wheel, or sees in the fire, irons with which he is to be pinched
to death.
In the midst of an impious feast, King Belshazzar saw the fingers of a man’s hand, writing these words upon the wall
of his palace: Mene, Mene, Tekel, Upharsin; which the prophet Daniel thus interpreted: Mene; God hath numbered thy
kingdom, and finished it. Tekel; thou art weighed in the balances, and art found wanting. Peres; or, Upharsin; thy
kingdom is divided, and given to the Medes and Persians.\fn{ Metzger says of these words (The New Oxford Annotated Bible With
The Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books, OT, p. 1136): “All three words represent weights, mene a mina, tekel a shekel, parsin two half-minas, but
they may also be related as the verbs “to number,” “to weigh” and “to divide”. So the meaning may be that Evilmerodach, who succeeded
Nebuchadnezzar, weighs a mina, his successor Neriglissar also a mina, his successor Labashi-Marduk only a shekel, Nabonidus and Belshazzar half a
mina each, but that now by the judgment of numbering, weighing and dividing, the Neo-Babylonian kingdom is to be conquered by the MedoPersians.”:H} As soon as this great monarch had cast his eyes upon this miraculous writing, it is said, that his countenance

was changed, and his thoughts troubled him, so that the joints of his loins were loosed, and his knees smote one against
another. Certainly the proud worldling has a greater cause to be dismayed in the midst of his glory and pleasure, when he
may perceive death writing upon every wall of his house, in visible characters, and printing upon his forehead, that God
hath numbered his days, and these in which he now breathes, shall be soon followed by an eternal night; that God bath
weighed him in the balance of his justice, and found him as light as the wind; and that the Almighty Creator, unto
whom vengeance belongs, will soon divest him of all his glory and riches, to clothe therewith his enemies.
What comforts can be found for wretched sinners, who do not only understand their final sentence, but also hear the
thundering voice of the great Judge of the world, exasperated by their impieties? They now perceive hell prepared to
swallow them up, and the fiery chains of that doleful prison ready to embrace them; they may at present feel the hands
of the executioner of divine justice, that seize upon them already, and see themselves stretched and tortured in that
place where there shall be weeping, and wailing, and gnashing of teeth; they may feel the fierce approaches of that fire
and brimstone, which is the second death, for it may be justly said of these wretched varlets, that hell comes to them
before they go to it, and that in this life they partly feel the grievous pangs of their future torments: therefore some of
them offer violence to themselves, and commit horrid murder upon their own persons, as if they were not afraid to die
by a hand wicked enough; the expectation of death to them, is more sufferable than death itself, and they would rather
cast themselves into the bottomless pit of hell, than endure the apprehensions and fears of hell in their guilty
consciences; and to be delivered from the flashes of hell fire, they cast themselves in a brutish manner into that
unquenchable burning.
But that which is most terrible is, that the horrid and insufferable fears that seize upon the wicked, are not short and
transitory; for, as a criminal that knows there is sentence of death pronounced against him, continually thinks upon the
torments that are preparing for him; as soon as he hears the doors unlocking, he imagines that some are entering to drag
him from his prison to execution; in some sense he desires what he apprehends, and hastens the approach of that which
he wishes, but cannot avoid. Thus desperate sinners, that know there is a sentence of eternal death proclaimed against
them in the court of the king of kings, and that from this sentence there is no appeal nor escape, must needs be in
continual fears, such foresee the fearful image of death that disturbs their quiet, and St. Paul expresses himself,
“Through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage.” Heb. ii. 15.\fn{Metzger says of this work (NT, p. 316): “By
mid-second century Alexandrine exegetes had placed Hebrews among the letters of Paul, though they recognized that it was so different in
language and style from the Pauline correspondence that some special account of its authorship was required. Thus Clement [of Alexandria, [c.150c.215AD] thought that Luke had translated a Pauline letter written in Hebrew (though the presence of plays on words in Greek shows that it is not a
translation); and Origen [of Alexandria, [180-254AD] held that it was written by an unknown disciple of Paul’s. In any case, 2:3-4 [… how can we
escape if we neglect so great a salvation? It was declared at first through the Lord, and it was attested to us by those who heard him, while God
added his testimony by signs and wonders and various miracles, and by gifts of the Holy Spirit, distributed according to his will.] suggests that the
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author comes from a generation after that of the apostles:H} That is, they are like so many wretched slaves, that tremble under the

inhuman power of a merciless tyrant.
There are some atheists who talk of death with contempt and scorn, and who make an open profession of braving
death, without the least fear; nevertheless, they feel in them some secret thorns with which death often galls them, some
fears and apprehensions with which it tortures and disquiets them, when they dream least of it; it is true they for the
most part boast of not fearing the approaches of death, and laugh at it when they imagine that it is a distance from them,
but these are they who are most apt to tremble at the near approach of the grim countenance of death, and soonest
discover their weakness and despair. There are many that seem to laugh at death, while their laughter is only an
appearance upon the lips; they are like a child newly-born, who seems to smile when it is inwardly tormented in the
bowels; or like those that eat of a herb, which causes a pleasant laughter to appear upon the lips of those who partake of
it, but into whose noble parts it conveys a mortal poison.
There are some, I confess, that die without any concern, but these are either brutish or senseless persons, much like
unto a sleeping drunkard, who may be cast down a precipice, without any knowledge or foresight of the danger; or, they
are pleasant mockers, like the foolish criminals who go merrily to the gallows; or, such as are full of rage and fury, who
may well be compared to an enraged wild boar, that runs himself into the huntsman’s snare. Such monsters of men as
these, deserve not to be reckoned among rational and understanding creatures.
*
From the fear of death it pleased the Lord to deliver me by his blessed Spirit; and gave me the witness of his Spirit
to bear witness with my spirit, that I was passed from death unto life, and caused me to love the brethren. At this time I
received this full evidence and witness within me, I was about seventeen years of age, then I began to love all men,
women, and children, and began to speak boldly in the name of the living God, and to preach as the oracles of God, as
the Spirit and love of God constrained me; as the poet says,
The Love of God doth constrain,
To seek the wandering souls of men .\fn{Charles Wesley, “The Minister’s prayer; Christ’s constraining love.” Jea replaced Christ with God in the first line of the second stanza }

For I beheld them wandering away from God, like lost sheep, which caused me to exhort them to turn unto the
shepherd and bishop of their souls, from whom they had so greatly revolted, and to fly from the wrath to come. …
179.175 Excerpt from Infaq al Maysur\fn{by Muhammad Bello (1780-after 1824)} Northern Region, Nigeria (M) 2
Know that he\fn{Uthman Dan Fodio} grew up continent and devout, possessed of pleasing qualities. And none
was his equal. People trusted him, and flocked to him from east and west.
He instructed the ulama,\fn{One skilled in Muslim learning } and raised the banner of religion. He revived the
sunna,\fn{The theory and practice of the orthodox Muslim community } and put an end to heresy. He spread knowledge and
dispelled perplexity. His learning dazzled men’s minds. He showed how reality was to be reconciled with the
shiria.\fn{Muslim law} For years he explained the Qur’an in the presence of learned and righteous men of
importance, vying with them, through his reading and the different branches of his learning, in rhetoric, and in
knowledge of authorities and of what is written and what is abrogated. At the same time he was pre-eminent in
knowledge of the hadith,\fn{The generic term for the traditions grouped about Muhammed } and learned in its unfamiliar
parts and different branches. Learned was he also in the religious sources and in the preservation of the sunna
He resolved difficulties, acting rightly. His vision was sure. He was trained in the teaching of abstruse matters,
pre-eminent in reasoning. Devout and ascetic, he was a leading teacher, spreading knowledge. He filled the
western country with learning and with seekers after learning. The people of his time pause at what he says. He
bore the standard of enlightenment, and was a centre of consultation. Revered by both great and small, he was a
reformer at the head of this generation, an eloquent orator, a fine classical poet.
Excellent in character, good to associate with, and generous in intercourse. Proven, determined in mien, set
apart from his kindred, he is immovable in resolution. Filled with humility and compassion towards mankind, he
regards himself in his modesty as the least of creatures. He is the defender of the frontiers of the law. Kind and
friendly, he was loved and revered by the people even more than they loved themselves. They ask God’s mercy on
him with shining faces, sincerely and meekly. He was kind and compassionate to the believers, and was accepted,
all agreeing on the greatness of his power.
In a word, description falls short of his attainments. He is shaikh of the ulama of his time. Nay, he is a guiding
star for the imams of all ages. His qualities do not require comment: for since when has the noon-day sun required
to be pointed out? … He is meritorious in knowledge of the mystical way, and endowed with strength for effective
deeds. He has made a wonderful disclosure of the truth of the Qur’an, and for him the hidden meaning of visions
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is as an open door.
He is one whom God has made manifest to mankind, and created in his mercy toward men. God granted him
complete acceptance among both great and small, entrusted him with the organisation of learning and gave him
authority to govern. He changed men’s customs for him, and made him to speak of the hidden things. God
manifested wonders and miracles through his hand. …
Know you also that I, Bello, used to see him when he was about to come out to the assembled people; he
would stop and stand a little while in the open space of his compound, and he would say a few words which I did
not hear. After that he would go out to the people.
I asked him about this, and he told me he was reviving his enthusiasm; he was making a promise to God of
sincerity in what he was going to do. Further he would pray God to make the people assembled here attend to all
he told them. Then, when he came before the people, he would greet them so that everyone could hear. And when
he had sat down upon his platform he would salute them three times.
He looked pleased and smiled at them. Then he would call for silence. He was never wearied by them and
never refused them. He was worried too by some that were badly behaved. When he told them to be silent, when
he stopped them asking a multitude of questions, they would not leave off asking.
Then he would begin his sermon to them in a loud voice. He felt no shyness in speaking before this assembly
even though there were distinguished ulama assembled. Forthwith he preached his sermon to them all. He cared
for none of them except that his words should be useful to them. If perhaps he were asked a question in the middle
of his speech, he would stop and answer it. His religion gave him strength and he feared no criticism. He gave his
judgments with justice and never departed from the truth.
That is as much as we are able to tell you of his nature. If indeed we desired to tell all his nature we should
need many books.
172.116 & 184.1 A. Narrative Of The Travels of Ali Eisami B. An Account of Bornu Rulers\fn{by Ali Eisami
Magriari Tapsoua, Gazir Province, Empire of Bornu, Northern Nigeria
(M) 18

Gazir aka William Harding (c.1790-after 1852)}

A
In the town of Magriari Tapsoua, there was a man named Mamade Atshi, son of Kodo, and he was my father.
He was already a mallam.\fn{Teacher-scholar} when he went and sought to marry my mother: so when their elders
had consulted together and come to a mutual understanding, my father prepared himself, sought a house, and the
time for the wedding was fixed, which having arrived, my mother was married, and brought into my father’s
house.
After they had been living in their house one year, my elder sister, Sarah, was born, next my elder brother
Mamade, and after him myself; next to me, my younger sister Pesam, and then my younger sister Kadei were
born; on their being born, our mother did not bear any more.
As to myself, I was put to school when I was seven years of age. Then my younger sister Kadei and my elder
brother Mamade died, so that only three of us remained, of whom two were females and I alone a male. When I
had been reading at school till I was nine years of age, they took me from school, and put me into the house of
circumcision; and after passing through the rite of circumcision, I returned to school, and having remained there
two years longer, I left off reading the Qur’an.\fn{ This could be read: completed reading the Qur’an; i.e., finished the standard
primary education for Muslims} When I left off reading the Qur’an, I was eleven years old.
Two years later, there was an eclipse of the sun, on a Saturday, in the cold season. One year after this, when, in
the weeding time, in the rainy season, about two o’clock in the afternoon, we looked to the west, the Kaman
locusts were coming from the west, forming a straight line across the sky, as if one of God’s thunderstorms were
coming, so that day was turned into night.
When the time of the locusts was past, the famine Ngeseneski\fn{ “I forgot”} took place, but did not last long,
only three months.
After it, the pestilence came, and made much havoc in Bornu, completely destroying all the elderly.
*
Next, the wars of the Fulbe came up.\fn{The Fulbe had lived for a long time in western and southern Bornu. Ali Eisami
records the beginning of the second year of their revolt against the Empire in 1808 } In the rainy season the Fulbe put to flight the
king of Daya with his family, and, as they were coming to our town, my father said to me,
“My son, times will be hard for you: this year you are nineteen years of age, and though I said that, when you
are twenty, I will seek a girl for you, and let you marry, yet now the Fulbe have unsettled the land, and we do not
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know what to do: but what God has ordained for us, that shall we experience.”
When the guinea-corn which we were weeding had become ripe, and the harvest was past, the Fulbe roused
both us and the Dayans, so we went, and remained near the capital,\fn{ Birnin Gazargamo, the seat of government of the
Sefawa since the late fifteenth century} till the Fulbe arose and came to the capital, on a Sunday, about two o’clock in the
afternoon. When they were coming, the kaigamma\fn{The slave commander-in-chief of the Bornu army } went out to
encounter them; but, after they had met and been engaged in a battle till four o’clock, the kaigamma’s power was
at an end. The mai\fn{Ahmad, son of Ali, said to have been blind } arose, passed out through the east gate, and started for
Kurnawa.\fn{At which place he abdicated in favor of his son, Dunama } Then the kaigamma left the Fulbe, and followed the
king; on seeing which, all the Fulbe came and entered the capital.
After they had entered, the tidings reached us about seven o’clock in the evening. When the tidings came, none
knew where to lay his head. On the following morning, a great Pulo mallam\fn{Possibly Gwoni Mukhtar, the leader of
the Daya Fulbe in this attack} said to us,
“Let everyone go and remain in his own village, the krige\fn{War} is over: let all the common people go, and
each cultivate his land!”
Then my father called his younger brother, and we arose and went to our town; but when we came, there was
nothing at all to eat. So my father called my mother at night, when all the people were gone, and said to her,
“Our town is ruined; if we remain, the Fulbe will make an end of us: arise, and load our things upon our
children!”
Now there was a town, Magerari by name, which is subject to the Shuwa; and the Fulbe never meddle with any
place that is subject to the Shuwa.\fn{Probably because of their respect for Arabic-speaking peoples and because the Shuwa way of
life and position in Kanuri society were similar in so many ways to their own } So we arose, and went to that town; but when we
had lived there one year, the mai went, turned the Fulbe out of the capital, and went in himself and abode there.
*
About one year after this event, when my father had died, as it were today, at two o’clock in the afternoon, and
we had not yet buried him, intending to do so next day, then we slept, and on the following morning, my mother
called me, and my elder and my younger sister, and said to us,
“Live well together, you three; behold, your father lies here a corpse, and I am following your father.” Now
there was just then a mallam with us who said to my mother,
“Why do you say such things to your children?” But my mother replied to the mallam,
“I say these things to my children in truth.” Then she called me, and I rose up, went, and sat down before her.
When I had sat down, she said to me,
“Stretch out your legs, that I may lay my head in your lap.”
So I stretched out my legs, and she took her head, and laid it on my lap; but when the mallam who was staying
with us saw that my mother was laying her head on my lap he rose, came, sat down by me, stretched out his legs,
and took my mother’s head from my lap, and laid it upon his own. Then that moment our Lord took away my
mother. After this tears came from my eyes, and when the mallam saw it, he said to me,
“Let me not see tears in your eyes! Will your father and your mother arise again, and sit down, that you may
see them, if you weep?”
I attended to what the mallam said, and did not weep any more. With the corpse of our father before us, and
with the corpse of our mother before us, we did not know what to do, till the people of the town went and dug
graves for both of them, side by side, in one place, and came back again, when we took the corpses, carried and
buried them, and then returned.
*
After waiting two months at home, I took my younger sister, and gave her to a friend of my father’s in
marriage, my elder sister being already provided with a husband. On one occasion I got up after night had set in,
without saying anything to my sister, took my father’s spear, his charms, and one book which he had, set out on a
journey, and walked in the night, so that it was not yet day when I reached the town of Shagou, where there was a
friend of my father’s, a Shuwa; and, when I came to the dwelling place of this friend of my father’s, they were
just in the open space in front of the house. When I came to him, and he saw me, he knew me, and I knew him. I
having saluted him, he asked me,
“Where is your father?” I replied to him, saying,
“My father is no more, and my mother is no more, so I left both my elder and my younger sister, and came to
you.” Whereupon he said to me,
“Come, my son, we will stay together; your father did good to me, and now since he is no more, and you did
like me and come to me, I also like you: I will do to you what I do to my own son.”
*
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After I had been there about three years, I called a companion, saying, “Come and accompany me!” for I had a
friend in the town of the name of Gubber.\fn{ A village some fifteen miles west of Shagou } The youth arose, and we
started together, but as we were going towards the town of Gubber, seven Fulbe waylaid us, seized us, tied our
hands upon our backs, fettered us, put us in the way, and then we went till it became day.
When it was day, both they and we became hungry in a hostile place, the land being the land of Ngizim. In this
place we sat down, and ate the fruit of a certain tree called ganga till it became dark, when they took us again, and
carried us to the town of Ngololo to market. On that day some Hausa bought us, took us into a house, and put iron
fetters on our feet; then, after five days, we set out, and were twenty-two days, till we arrived in Hausa. When we
arrived, we went to a town called Tsangaya where there are a great many dates. In this town we remained during
the months of Asham, Soual, and Kide,\fn{September-November, 1812} but when only three days of Atshi were
passed, they roused me up, and in a week we came to Birnin Katsina, where they slew the Easter-Iamb, and after
five days they rose again, and we started for Yauri.
*
After marching a fortnight, we arrived at Birnin Yauri. Here the Hausa sold us, and took their goods, whilst
Borgawa bought us. The Borgawa roused us up, and when we came to their town, the man who had bought me,
did not leave me alone at all: I had iron fetters round my feet, both by night and by day. After I had stayed with
him seven days, he took me, and brought me to the town of Sai, where a Yoruba bought me.
The Yoruba who bought me was a son of the Katunga king; he liked me, and called me to sit down before him,
and, on seeing my tattoo-marks, he said to me,
“Were you the son of a king in your country?” To this I replied,
“My father, as for me, I will not tell lies, because times are evil, and our Lord has given me into slavery: my
father was a scholar.” Then he said,
“As for this youth and his father, his father must have been a fine man; I will not treat him ill.”
And so he kept me in his house. In this place I remained a long time, so that I understood their language. After
I had been there four years, a war arose:\fn{ 1817} now, all the slaves who went to the war, became free; so when
the slaves heard these good news, they all ran there, and the Yoruba saw it. The friend of the man who had bought
me, said to him,
“If you do not sell this slave of yours, he will run away, and go to the war, so that your cowries will be lost, for
this fellow has sound eyes.” Then the man took hold of me, and bound me, and his three sons took me to the town
of Ajashe,\fn{On the coast, in the region of modern Porto Novo } where white men had landed; then they took off the
fetters from my feet, and carried me before them to the white people, who bought me, and put an iron round my
neck. After having bought all the people, they took us, brought us to t!he seashore, brought a very small canoe,
and transferred us one by one to the large vessel.
*
The people of the great vessel\fn{Apparently Spaniards} were wicked: when we had ,been shipped, they took
away all the small pieces of cloth which were on our bodies, and threw them into the water, then they took
Chains, and fettered two together. We in the vessel, young and old, were seven hundred, whom the white men had
bought.
We were all fettered round our feet, and all the oldest died of thirst, for there was no water. Every morning they
had to take many, and throw them into the water: so we entreated God by day and by night, and, after three
months, when it pleased God to send breezes, we arose in the morning, and the doors were opened.
When we had all come on deck, one slave was standing by us, and we beheld the sky in the midst of the water.
When I looked at the horizon, my eye saw something far away, like trees. On seeing this, I called the slave, and
said to him,
“I see a forest yonder, far away.” Whereupon he said to me,
“Show it to me with your finger!” When I had shown it to him, and he had seen the place at which my finger
pointed, he ran to one of the white men who liked me, and would give me his shirts to mend, and then gave me
food, he being a benefactor; now, when the slave told it him, the white man who was holding a roasted fowl in his
hand, came to me, together with the slave. This slave who understood their language, and also the Hausa, came
and asked me, saying,
“Show me with your finger what you see, that the white man also may see it!”
I showed it, and when the white man brought his eye, and laid it upon my finger, he also saw what I pointed at.
He left the roasted fowls which he held in his hand and wanted to eat, before me, and ran to their Captain. Then I
took the fowl, and put it into my bag.
All of them ran, and loaded the big big guns with powder and their very large iron. We, not knowing what it
was, called the Hausa who understood it, and said to him,
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“Why do the white men prepare their guns?” And he said to us,
“What you saw were not trees, but a vessel of war is coming towards us.”
We did not believe it, and said “We have never seen anyone make war in the midst of water,” and, after waiting
a little, it came, and when it was near us, our own white men fired a gun at them; but it still went on. When the
white men with us had fired a gun nine times, the white man-of-war was vexed and fired one gun at our vessel,
the ball of which hit the middle mast with those very large sails, cut it off, and threw it into the water.
Then the white men with us ran to the bottom of the vessel, and hid themselves. The war-chief, a short man, of
the name of Captain Hick, brought his vessel side by side with ours; whereupon all the war-men came into our
vessel, sword in hand, took all our own white men, and carried them to their vessel. Then they called all of us, and
when we formed a line, and stood up in one place, they counted us, and said,
“Sit down!”
So we sat down, and they took off all the fetters from our feet, and threw them into the water, and they gave us
clothes that we might cover our nakedness, they opened the water-casks, that we might drink water to the full, and
we also ate food, till we had enough. In the evening they brought drums, and gave them to us, so that we played
till it was morning.
We said, “Now our Lord has taken us out of our slavery,” and thanked him. Then came a white man, stood
before me, and after looking at me, slapped both my cheeks, took me to the place where they cooked food, and
said to me,
“You must cook, so that your people may eat.”
So I cooked food, and distributed the water with my own hand, till they brought us and landed us in this
town,\fn{Freetown, the capital of Sierra Leone} where we were a week in the king’s house,\fn{ I.e., King’s Yard} and then
they came and distributed us among the different towns.
We went and settled in the forest at Bathurst. We met a white man in this town whose name was Mr. Decker,
and who had a wife, and was a reverend priest. On the fqllowing morning we all went, and stood up in his house,
and having seen all of us, he came, took hold of my hand, and drew me into his house, and I did not fear him; but
I heard inside the house that my people without were talking, and saying,
“The white man has taken Ali, and put him into the house, in order to slaughter him.”\fn{ A common belief among
Africans; who thought they would be food for the white men, they having already eaten up their own countrymen prior to coming to
Africa}

So I looked at the white people, and they looked at me. When the white man arose and went to the top of the
house, I prepared myself, and thought,
“If thhis white man takes a knife, and I see it in his hand, I will hold it.”
But the white man was gone up to fetch shirts, and trousers, and caps down. On coming down, he said to me,
“Stand up!” So when I stood up, he put me into a shirt, put trousers over my legs, gave me a jacket, and put a
cap upon my head. Then he opened the door, and when we came out, all our people were glad. He called a man
who understood the white man’s language, and said to him,
“Say that this one is the chief of all his people.”\fn{ From that time Ali was for many years a constable } Then the man
told me so. When they carried us to t:he forest the day before, my wife followed after me; and on the day after our
arrival the white man married us, and gave me my wife, so we went and remained in the house of our people.
The white man was a benefactor, and he liked me. But, after a few days, his wife became ill, so we took her,
and carried her to the town of Hog-brook;\fn{ Later Regent} and then the illness exceeded her strength, and our Lord
sought her. After this he arose in our town, and we took his things, and carried them to Freetown, where he said to
us,
“Go, and remain quiet; I go to our own country, not knowing whether I shall come back again, or not.”
Then he shook hands with us, bade us farewell, and went to their own country. We returned and settled down
until the Lord brought the minister, Mr. Renner, to our town.
Until now our Lord has preserved me, but “God knows what is to come,” say the Bornuans. I also heard the
great men say,
“What is to come even a bird with a long neck cannot see, but our Lord only.”
This is an account of what I experienced from my childhood till today, and what I have been telling you is now
finished.
B
1: King Amade
King Amade one year summoned King Lafia of Deia\fn{ The kings of Deia were vassals of the kings of Bornu } But he
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did not want to come to the king. The king sent again to him, but he did not want to come. Although the king sent
three times, yet did he not want to come. So the king was vexed, called the commander-in-chief, and said to him
in the court,
“Go back, and call the soldiers to me!” The comnander went back, called all his soldiers, and brought them
before the king, saymg,
“Behold, I have called all the soldiers of the Capital, and they are come to you.” The king asked the
commander,
“Do you know a King Lafia of Deia?” The commander said,
“I do.” The king said to the commander,
“Go and get ready, and let all the soldiers get ready, catch King Lafia of Deia, and bring him before me, for I
wish to see him.” The commander attended to the king’s word, arose, went to his house, called all the twelve
regiments, and said to them,
“The king has said, ‘Go, catch King Lafia of Deia, and bring him before me, for I want my eyes to see him.’”
All the twelve Regiments listened to what the commander said, and returned home to prepare themselves: one
who had a camel loaded his provisions upon the camel, one who had an ass loaded his provisions upon his ass,
one who had an ox of burden loaded his provisions upon his ox, one who had a mule loaded his provisions upon
his mule: all of them took their things, got ready, and went to the commander. The commander also arose, got
ready, went to the front, and then they went to the king’s house. There the commander dismounted from his horse,
went before the king, and said to him,
“Behold, I set out for the place to which you send me.” The king replied to the commander,
“Go, and may God prosper you!”
The commander arose before the king, went, took hold of his horse, mounted it, sat down, went to the front, all
the twelve Regiments following him, and thus they started to war with the Deia king. From the time they arose in
the Capital, they marched a fortnight to the dwelling place of the Deia king. He, on seeing them, got ready, and all
his soldiers got ready, so they came out of the Capital, stood up behind it, and waited for the commander, till he
came and met them; but when the battle was commenced, the Deia king put the commander to flight, and drove
him back. The Deia King killed all the greatest of the Commander’s men, some he caught and carried them alive,
and nailed them to the city wall, and completely killed all the soldiers who had been engaged in the war. The
commander retreated with a few of his soldiers, pursued by the Deia king.
When the commander came back to the Capital, and the king heard tidings of him, to the effect that he had
been chased, and all his soldiers killed, then the king would not come out to the commander, when he came before
him: so the commander was standing there, but the king did not come out to him. The king sent some messengers
to him, saying,
“Go and tell him that, when I sent him, and all the twelve Regiments followed him to the place of the Deia
king, he was afraid, and ran as soon as he saw the Deia king, so that all the greatest soldiers were killed, and he
came back to me: I will not have him, he has become a woman; let him go and sit down in his house, let him put
off and lay down my sword, tie up my horse, and go out of my house, for I will not have the sight of his eye.”
The commander was ashamed, unbuckled the sword and laid it down, tied up the horse, and went out of the
king’s house. Then the king said to the soldiers who were all standing in one place,
“When I said to you, ‘Go, catch the Deia king, and bring him to me,’ and you went to him and saw him, you
were afraid, so that he killed all the men, and you came running to me.’”
All the soldiers, on hearing the king’s words, were ashamed, and the King saw that there was none who could
open his mouth. Then the king said,
“Go, and come again to me tomorrow, and I will give you another commander, that ye may return, and catch
him, and bring him to me.”
The next morning, after the soldiers had gone back to their homes, the king called a standard-bearer, gave him
the commandership, hung a sword round him, and gave him a war-steed. The new commander got ready, took all
his soldiers, and started for the place of the Deia king.
*
Now there was a great forest separating us and Deia: through this forest the commander passed, and on
approaching Deia, the Deia king’s elder and younger brothers and all the greatest men of the town arose, took a
great many goods, by night, brought and gave them to the commander. All the great old men of Deia arose, went
to the commander, and said to him,
“Please to remain in this same place, and we will go back, catch the Deia king, tie him, and give him up to
thee, that you may return home.”
The commander listened to the word of the old men, accepted the goods which they brought to him, and
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remained in the same place. The old men went, sat down at home, called the Deia king’s younger and elder
brothers, and said to them,
“Behold, your brother wants to break up the town.” The Deia King’s younger brothers arose, called their elder
brother, and said to him,
“Come, let us go to our brother, and play him a trick! If we do not catch him and give him up to the
commander, the commander will break up the whole Deia, and kill all the people: it would not be proper, if only
for the sake of our elder brother all the people of the town should be lost.” The elder brother listened to what his
younger brothers said; he called all his people to the court, and when they were come, he said to them,
“Let not any other person come to our court today!”
All his people listened to his proposal, and remained in the same place. The king had not heard of it, to him
they now sent a messenger to call him; he arose, and, on coming to them, there was not anybody else in the court,
except his younger and his elder brothers, with their people. On asking his younger brothers, “Why did you call
me?” they said to him in the court,
“Come, and let us consult together! We have heard it rumoured that the commander-in-chief is coming: what
shall we do? When the commander-in-chief came to us before, we chased him, killed all his soldiers, and took all
his horses and all his goods; but as we hear them say that he has again come back to us, therefore we called you,
to let you know it.” He replied to his younger brothers,
“That is why you called me? If you fear the war, run away, and leave the town to me, I shall not go anywhere:
not only if a commander comes, even if the king were to come, I would never flee on account of war.”
He did not know that all his younger brothers had plotted together, and were watching to seize him. As he
arose, and was just about to go to his house, all his younger brothers agreed, seized and bound him, and opened
the gate to call all the old men and all the great men of the town, and when it became night, they put him before
them, carried him to the commander, and gave him up to him, and then they returned home, took all his goods,
and also all the great people took of their own goods, and brought them to the commander, who accepted their
goods and also the Deia king at their hands; then they returned home. When they were gone, the commander sent
a messenger to the old men of Deia, saying,
“Man and father, go, there is nothing the matter with the old men of the Capital of Deia, they may remain in
their houses and do their work; they have done a good thing by secretly catching the Deia king and giving him up
to me: when I am gone to the Capital, I will tell the king of it, and he will send them a good king.” So all the old
men remained quietly in their homes.
*
The commander arose, prepared himself, took all the goods given him, lay hold of the Deia king, set him on a
pony, put him in front, and thus they started for the Capital. This was in the cold season, and when they passed
with him through our town, all the great people arose, and went to speak to him: but the soldiers had put him in
front, as they brought him, and when the people came to see him, the soldiers drove them away. Now, when the
king saw this, he said to the soldiers,
“Let them alone, everyone may see me today—day has overtaken the hyena on the way—let everyone see
me!”
This is the saying which he spoke with his own mouth, when the commander was taking him before the king.
When the king saw him, he asked him,
“Are you he whom they call the Deia King Lafia?” He replied to the King,
“I am King Elephant-bag. The King said to him,
“You have killed a thousand of my soldiers, and though you said, ‘I will not come,’ yet behold, today men who
are your own relatives bring you before me.” He rejoined to the king,
“Wherever you will put me, behold, here I am; today. I have come into your hands: do with me what you like!”
(It must be remarked that, when a sub-king becomes refractory, and he is taken, the King of Bornu does not
kill him, but there is a town of the name of Katsega, and to this town he sends them, for the Capital of Bornu may
not see the blood of one who quarrelled with the king.)
The great people say of the Deia King Lafia that he was born from his mother’s womb with thirty teeth in his
mouth. He never obeyed any word from his childhood till he was grown up. But when he was grown up, the great
men loved him passionately; therefore he obtained the kingdom.
Afterwards, however, when he had taken his own, he did not give anything to others, except to the priests of
the Phula; he did not like the priests of Bornu, but the priests of the Phula always asked God for him. The Phula
are not good, they and the King of Bornu never agree: this is why they held the head of\fn{ I.e., took the part of} the
Bag-King; but when he arose and began to fight with the king, he was caught and taken to the town of Katsega.
*
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Now he had a younger brother whose name was Salgami. Him the king called, and gave him the kingdom of
Deia, so that Salgami was King in Deia. Then the Bag-King’s mother began to cry, saying,
“The King and Salgami have plotted together, and sent my son to Katsega: my happiness is now gone.” When
she thus cried, Salgami arose, called the great men of the Deia Capital, and said to them,
“Please, go and entreat my mother! What my elder brother, the Bag-King, began to do in the Deia Capital, was
not good; for when our father had the government, he did not fight the King of Bornu. If we had left him alone,
when he arose and fought the King of Bornu, he would have destroyed all the towns. Therefore we, his younger
brothers, joined together, seized him, and gave him up to the king: would we have meddled with him, if he had
remained quiet and followed after the King of Bornu? Pray, ask my mother, ye great men, whether what my
brother began to do is good in her eyes ?” The great men of the Capital listened to the words of Salgami, arose,
went to his mother, and said to her,
“If, when thy son arose and made a rebellion which neither his father, nor his father’s father had made, his
younger brothers had not played him a trick, seized him, and given him up to the King, the King would have been
wroth, and, on coming to Deia, the warriors of the Bornu King—for you know the ladies, and we know the men—
would have made slaves of the women and children, and would have destroyed all of us, the men, both great and
small, together with the hoary men and hoary women: this is what thy son, the Bag-King, would have liked, and
yet you now cry, saying, ‘my son is lost.’ You cry, ‘my son is lost,’ as if it were good that he alone should now
survive; moreover the Bornu King did not kill yopur son. If you would go at this moment, you would find him
alive at Katsega: so do not make yourself sad and cry. It may satisfy you that our Lord has placed Salgami on the
throne before you; what else do you want? Do thou want food or do you want drink? What do you want?” The
woman listened to the words of the great men, she called her son, and said to him,
“Salgami, come and sit down. I have listened to what all the great men told me that thy elder brother had
undertaken. Your appetite is now satisfied, as you have got the kingdom; but mind yourself, for if you should
undertake what your elder brother undertook, they would seize you also, and give you up to the king, to destroy
you.”
*
When Salgami had reigned five years, the Phula commenced a war. Then it was said,
“Let all the people of the towns kill the Phula of the towns, whenever they see one.”
Now when the Phula heard this, first all the Phula of Deia went and settled in a town of the name of Gutshibaj
and they were no sooner settled there, than they began war, and attacked Deia. When Salgami went to war against
them, they chased him, killed the men, and gradually the Phula took the whole country of Deia.
The reason why the Phula first commenced war in Deia, is because of King :Lafia. King Lafia had done thcm
good: so when they saw that he had been removed, that is why the Phula began a war in Deia, and completely
took it by storm.
Ere this, there was a large forest which separated Deia and Bornu; but now the Phula began to pass beyond the
forest. There was a town at the entrance of the forest, the name of which was Kalalawa.
Now the Phula arose, passed through the forest, came and stormed this town, and on that day they killed a
great many men, neither sparing the women, nor the men, in the town of Kalalawa, but killing all they saw, both
great and small; aud, after having done with killing, they set fire to the town, which consumed the whole town,
and then they went back. When the Bornu King heard this, he sent a commander, saying,
“Go to the town of Gutshiba, and do not catch, but kill all the Phula you see!”
So the Commander took an army, and, on going to Gutshiba, the Phula all saw him, arose, encountered him on
the way, and then began the battle. The commander, afraid of the Phula, retreated, whereupon the Phula pursued
him and killed a great many men. Then he set out for the Capital, and on his arrival the king said to him,
“Commander Made, I sent you, saying, ‘Go, and put to flight all the Phula in Gutshiba!’ But as you went, and
saw the Phula, you did not like to make war, but fled, throwing away all the soldiers to be killed, and came back
to me: now I will not kill you, but I will take your sword, and give it to a man, your fellow.”
So Commander Made, the moment he heard the king’s word, took off his sword, laid it down before the King,
went away, and sat down quietly. Then the King called a man of the name of Ali Maremi, and said to him,
“Father Ali Maremi, today you art my commander-in-chief.”
He took a sword and hung it on the Commander Ali Maremi, and on that day the man Ali Maremi was called
“Commander Ali Maremi.”
When the Phula at Gatshiba heard that the King had appointed a new commander, they all arose, went, and
settled in a town of the name of Damaturu. When it was said that the Phula had settled at Damaturu, and the king
heard it, he said,
“What do the Phula want of me? When they were at Gutshiba, I sent a commander against them whom they
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chased home, killing all my men: and now again they have risen in Gutshiba, and settled at Damaturu!” The King
called the Commander Ali Maremi, and said to him,
“Commander, my Phula are refractory again: go, and stir them up in the town of Damaturu, so that I may not
any more hear tidings of them.”
The commander arose, prepared himself, called all the soldiers, and set out for the war: so they marched
against Damaturu, the commander in front, and all the soldiers following him.
All the Phula were prepared, and awaited the commander, beginning a battle as soon as he had arrived. The
Phula put Commander Ali Maremi to flight, and killed all his men.
On the commander’s return to the Capital, the king was wroth, drove him away, and took the sword from him.
Again the king appointed another soldier to be commander, hanging the sword about him, and his name was
“Commander Dunoma.”
He arose, collected his soldiers, and likewise went against the Phula.
Now there is a town of the name of Tsagalari, and there the commander went and remained. The Phula, on
hearing news concerning him, waited for him: but the commander did not want to march against the Phula. Even
after the Phula had waited a whole month for him, he did not want to get up there, and to march against the Phula.
The king had information concerning him in the Capital, and sent messengers to him, saying,
“Tell him that I sent him to war against the Phula, but now it is more than a month that he has remained at
Tsagalari, and fears to go to them: if he is afraid, let him return home and come to me!”
But the commander remained on the same spot in the town of Tsagalari, being afraid either to return to the
King, or to go to the Phula.
The Phula were looking out for him, but could not see him: two months he remained in the same place, afraid
to go to the Phula. So the Phula arose, prepared themselves, and came all to the commander to Tsagalari, between
sunrise and noon. The commander arose, began to flee, and the Phula pursued him, and took all the most beautiful
horses in the town of Tsagalari: the commander went his way, and returned to the Capital.
*
When he came, the king was vexed, and prepared himself to go to the Phula; but the great men prevented him.
Although he had sent three commanders, they had run back to him, the Phula having been too strong for them:
why should he remain at home, whilst the Phula surpassed them in strength?
As the king was sitting at home and preparing for war, the Phula arose and came against the king; and, on
approaching the Capital, they sent a letter to the king. They said to the king, as he saw on reading the letter,
“If thou wilt follow us, use a head-tie,\fn{I.e., wear a white cloth tied around the head in a peculiar manner, like a turban; the
note continues, saying that this reference seems to be the shibboleth of a religious faction amongst the Muslims } and there shall be no
quarrel between us and you.” The king sent a letter in reply, in which he said,
“The wretched Phula sent me a letter that I should follow them: but I shall never follow them; though all Bornu
should be ruined, I will never follow the cursed Phula.”
On seeing this letter the Phula prepared themselves, came to war against the king, and stood all up in one place
before the Capital. When the commander saw them, and came out to them to battle, they at once attacked him, and
they and the commander continued the battle. Although the battle had commenced at noon, yet the Phula did not
want to flee, even at four o’clock. So the commander sent a messenger to the king, saying,
“Go and tell the king that the Phula are too strong for me: let the King go out through the East-gate.” The man
went, and said to the king,
“Arise, get ready, the commander sends me to you, to come and tell you that the Phula are too strong for him:
get ready, put thy mother in front, and leave through the East-gate.”
The King attended to the Commander's word, prepared himself, prepared his mother, set her upon a camel, put
her in front, and left by the East-gate. When the commander heard that the king had left, he turned his back to the
Phula, and followed after the king, proceeding to the East. As soon as the Phula saw that the king had left the
Capital, they all came and entered the same: all the people having likewise left it and followed the king.
So the King went and remained at Kurnawa, and the Phula remained in the Capital.
*
Then the King, being an old man, and loving one of his sons in particular, he gave the government sword\n{ I.e.,
a particular sword belonging to the royal insignia } to this son. But having done so, all the great men arose, went to a judge,
and said to him,
“Pray, open the book of God, and see, whether what King Amade did be good. When a king has reigned and is
dead, then another is inaugurated: but now look whether it also be good that King Amade gave the government to
his son in his lifetime; if the book says that it is good, we will listen to it.” The judge, after having opened the
book and looked, said to the great men,
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“Listen, and I will tell you what is in the book: as to what the book says, I did not see in the book that a King is
to appoint another in his lifetime.” The great men arose, went, and said to the King,
“What you did is not good; it is not contained in the book that, while the king is still alive, another may
become king.”
But when the old men had said so to him, he did not heed it. While the Phula remained in the Capital, he
remained at Kurnawa with his sons. The name of the one son was Dunoma, and of the other Ibram: now of both
his sons he loved Dunoma best; therefore he gave the kingdom to this his son, thinking that, after his death, they
would not give it to him. The great men did not consent that his father should give the kingdom to a young man
who knew nothing; their heart did not like it: but the King was too powerful for them, so they did not know what
to say, but sat down and looked at him, till he became wroth and commenced a war against the Phula.
*
Then the king heard it mentioned that there was an eminent priest in the Kanum country. On hearing this, the
king called a man, gave him a horse, and sent him to the Kanum priest, saying,
“Go, and may the Kanum priest in the Kanum country, concerning whom I had information, be good enough to
use this horse for his legs, and come to me, for I wish to see him.” The soldier arose, led the horse to the town of
the Kanum priest, and said to him,
“Fatber priest, the King has sent me to you, saying that he would like to see you, and that you should be good
enough to take this horse here instead of your legs, and come to him.”
The Kanu priest attended to the king’s request, prepared himsclf, took his book, mounted the horse sent him by
the King, passed before the soldier, and went to the King, the soldier following behind him, and said to the king,
“Behold, you said that you would like to see me, and have sent a soldier to me with a horse. I have heard your
message, and this is why I am come to you: may it be well with you!” The King replied to the Kanum priest,
“Father priest. I was born and have grown up in the Capital: but the rumours of the Pulo war came and chased
me away, so that I came and am now adrift where the storms blow over me; therefore I called you: entreat God
that I may go and turn the Phula out of the Capital!” The Kanum priest listened to the King’s word, and said to
him,
“Sit down, I will entreat God for you, so that in a week you may take your army and go to the Capital, and as
soon as the Phula see you, they shall not stay.”
The king sat down and waited for the Kanum priest. The Kanum priest commenced his work, and when it was
completed, after a week, he said to the king,
“Raise your army, and I and you will go to war against the Phula: today you shall see, whether the Phula be
men.”
The Kanum priest, King Amade, and his son King Dunoma, arose and prepared themselves, and the twelve
Regiments prepared themselves, and set out for the Capital, to war against it. But on coming near to the Capital,
King Amade dived.\fn{A note says: they almost always speak metaporically of the death of a king scarcely ever using this word }
2: King Dunoma
When King Amade was no more, his son, King Dunoma, buried him. This being over, he and the Kanum priest
went to the Capital against the Phula and when they saw the top of the Capital, all the Phula arose and met them
on the way for an attack. The Kanum priest, on seeing them, said to the King,
“Do not go beyond anything that I tell you.”
So they met with the Phula, the priest being in front, and the King behind him. Then the priest made a charmwater, put it into a little calabash, and having flung it at the Phula, the Phula did not stop,\fn{ And form for battle}
but began to flee. On seeing that the Phula began to flee, the priest said to the King,
“Follow after them, and kill them all: they will not stand still at all.”
When the King saw that the Phula were running, all the soldiers pursued them on horseback, and killed them,
and, after having pursued them to the distance of one day’s walk, they returned to the Capital, and, on entering it,
there were so many corpses of the Phula, that there was no room for the king to sit down: a whole week they were
burying the corpses of the Phula, and, when they had done with this, they swept the Capital, and the king entered,
and sat down in the house of his father. All the twelve Regiments sat down in their houses, and to the Kanum
priest the king gave goods, and he went to his country Kanum.
When the king had settled in the Capital, all the Bornu people, of every town, who were in the forests,
returned, and settled in their towns. We never now heard tidings of the Phula, and Bornu became again pleasant.
King Dunoma made war, and stormed every place where he heard that there were Phula: all the Phula feared him.
But there was one Pulo in the West whose name was Priest Tsagi of Katagum; he arose, prepared himself,
66

called all the Phula of the West, and went to war against the king. Then he and the king were at war, and he drove
the king out of the Capital.
Then the king was only a little youth: but there was a great prince, an uncle of the king, and the name of this
prince was “Ngaleiruma, whose mother was Gamse, the daughter of the man Amina Talba.” He came, took the
government from King Dunoma, and drove him to Wudi.
3: Prince Ngaleiruma
After this Prince Ngaleiruma raised an army, and went against the Capital, and said to the Pulo,
“If you art a priest, I am a greater priest; if not, you shalt see me today as King Ngaleiruma.”
The Pulo priest Tsagi thought that himself was a great priest, and waited for the king. The king prepared
himself, and went to him, and then also priest Tsagi arose, and prepared himself in the Capital, and called all the
Pbula to prepare themselves, and so they came out of the Capital, and met the king on the way. When the king had
encountered them, and they had commenced close battle, the king proved stronger than tbey: their ranks were
broken, and they turned their back upon the king, and began to flee. When the king saw that the Phula were
running, he said to his soldiers,
“Soldiers, the Pulo thought that he was a man, and came and drove the son of my younger brother out of the
Capital, and went in himself, and settled in it; when he saw me come to him, he met me in the way, thinking that
he was a man, but when they had seen me yonder, they were afraid to stay and began to flee: now let each hold his
horse well with his thighs, and fix his spear well with his hand, and let him hold his sword or his hand-bill well;
for today we shall know who is a man.”
All the soldiers on horseback pursued, and overtook, and killed the Phula: the Phula were running before, and
the soldiers followed them behind. Although they had begun after sunrise, they did not leave off killing them till
the sun set. But when the Slm had set, the king left them, went back, and alighted in the Capital. Then he called
Prince lbram, the younger brother of King Dunoma, and the great men, and said to them,
“I indeed drove Dunoma to Wudi; and took the kingdom from him; but behold, here is his younger brotber,
Prince Ibram: one father has begotten both me and them, and I will never take the kingdom from them by force; if
I should do so, God would not like it. But as to me, a prince and a priest, our Lord has instructed me in the
Qur’an, so that I know it, and our Lord has also instructed me in other books, so that I know them; and if I look in
books, I see that they say, ‘No man must ever obtain a kingdom by force.’ The reason why I came and took the
government from my nephew, is because the miserable Pulo came, fought with Bornu, went into the Capital, and
was sitting in my father’s house: this is why I did what my heart did not like.” King Ngaleiruma further said to the
great men of the Capital,
“May it please you that I give the sword to Prince Ibram, for I will never go beyond what the book says, or
what you say: the kingdom is theirs, and not mine.” Then the great men of the Capital called Prince Ibram to the
court, and said to him,
“Your uncle will not take the sword of your father from you by force, but he gives the sword to you, you are
now king.”
4: King Ibram
King Ibram entered into his father’s house, and abode there. But this was not in my time, I was then
lost.\fn{I.e., enslaved; a word used also to mean dying} I do not know what King Ibram did after me: I became a
slave, and they carried me to the West, and sold me: but I have witnessed the times of the Dei King, of King
Amade, and King Dunoma his son, of Prince Ngaleiruma his brother, of Prince Ibram, and also of his brother
Salgami, the Deia King.
What I have seen I tell you; what I have not seen I shall never tell you. I knew ere I was lost from our country
that it is not good, if you tell what you have neither seen nor heard. What I tell you, all this I know, and have seen
and heard: there were not many things in Gazir which I did not know. If what you write upon paper you read to
any Gazir persons, they will tell you,
“The man who told you these things was born in Gazir.”
To tell a thing which has no foundation, is aram:\fn{Unclean, forbidden} of what you know the foundation,
that you tell. If I should now be no more, and you were to narrate these things in another place, so that another
man should hear it, would not he say to you, if my words were not true,
“Father priest, the things which the man of Gazir told you are his own lies, and he did not tell thee the truth;”
and could you then look at me with a good eye?
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In our own country I sat before very great priests, and heard one and another of what they said; therefore listen,
as I tell you what I know! If you narrate my words in the Capital of Bornu, and they hear them, they will give me
right, and will say,
“Tbis man was a native of Gazir.”\fn{All this was related to Koelle in July, 1850. What follows was narrated in March, 1852 }
*
When I was living in Bornu, and my years were nineteen, the Phula arose in Bornu, and dispersed the whole
Bornu-country by war, so that only the Capital of Bornu remained; and then all the Phu1a gathered together,
prepared themselves, and came to the Bornu Capital. On their approach to the Capital, the Phula were seen by all
the soldiers of the Capital who, on seeing them, went to the king, and said to him,
“Behold, the Phula are come to you for a fight.” The king replied to them,
“Go and speak to the commander-in-chief, that he may rise and go out to meet them, and to drive them away.”
The soldiers of the Capital, in obedience to the king’s word, went to the commander-in-chief, and said to him,
“Father commander, the king asked us to come and tell you, ‘Get ready, mount your horse, and go out to meet
the Phula who are coming to him for war, and to drive them back!’” The commander-in-chief attended to the
king’s request, got ready, and called the twelve Regiments to come to him; and as soon as they were come, he
rose, mounted his horse, and went before, all the twelve Regiments following him out of the West-gate, to meet
the Phula, and to begin the battle.
Then the commander made war, killing the Phula, and having soldiers killed by the Phula; soon a great many
soldiers were killed, and the Phula proved stronger than the commander-in-chief. When this was proved, the
commander sent someone to the king, saying,
“Go and tell the king that the Pbula are too strong for me, and let the king get ready and go out through the
East-gate!”
So the man went, and told the king the commander’s message, upon which the king got ready, took his mother,
and set her on the back of a canlel, and he mounted his horse, the soldiers about him likewise preparing and
mounting; then he let his mother go first, he following ber, and all the soldiers following after him. When the
commander-in-chief had heard the intelligence that the king had passed through the East-gate, he turned his back
to the Phula, and followed the King: so they started, with their faces Eastward.
The Phula, on seeing that the king had left the Capital through the East-gate, and had turned his face Eastward,
knew that be was fleeing. As soon as they knew tbis, all the Pbula came, entered the Capital, and took possession
of it; but the king fled and remained in the town of Kurnawa: so the king was at Kurnawa, and the Phula in the
Capital.
*
After three months the King had information respecting priest Laminu: so the King called someone, gave him
a horse and and sent him, saying,
“Take it to priest Laminu, and may he please to come on this borse, for I wish to see him.” The man arose, led
the horse to priest Laminu’s place, and said to him,
“Father and priest Laminu, the King sent me to you: please to accept this horse for your use, and to come, that
we may go to him; for he said that he wishes to see you.”
Priest Laminu, on hearing the man’s word, arose, went to his house, got ready, took his book, returned to the
man, received the horse at his hand, mounted it, and then he and the man came to the king’s place. On their
arrival, the man went and said to the king,
“My lord king, I went to the place to which you sent me, and am come back again: behold, I called the man,
and he is come, respecting whom you said, ‘Go and call him’, and whom you wanted to come to you, so as to see
him.” When the king saw priest Laminu, he called him to come to him, and then said to priest Laminu:
“Father priest, when I had heard tidings respecting you, I sent someone to you, and gave him a horse to take it
to you, saying, ‘Come to me on this horse, for I wish to see you: therefore listen, and I will now tell you the
reason why I called you.” Priest Laminu said to the King,
“What does your soul wish, that you did call me?} The king replied to priest Laminu,
“The reason why I called you, is this: the Phula have completely scattered my whole land, and killed all the
people, and, as I remained in the Capital, all the Phula assembled in one place, arose, prepared themselves, came
to me, and drove me out of my house, so that I left the Capital to them, and came to sit down in the
sun.\fn{Meaning, to sit exposed and without any shelter} Now, please—for you are a priest indeed, and I have heard your
fame long ago—please to pray to God for me, that he may assist me and you, so that I may go and drive these
Phula out of my Capital; and when they are gone, so that I am again in possession of my place, I will give you
what your soul may desire.” Priest Laminu listened to the king’s word, and said to him,
“Go and sit down! God knows what he will do, but no man: I will pray to God for you, and as soon as I know
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that God has accepted my prayer, I will tell you to get ready.”
The king regarded the priest’s word, and sat down at home, looking to the priest. Priest Laminu prayed to God
by night and by day for seven days; then he arose, and went to the king, saying to him,
“Get ready, for my prayer to God has prevailed against the Phula: prepare yourself, and tomorrow, when I and
you go together, and the Phula see you with their eyes, they will not stay and await you for the battle.”
The king attended to the priest’s word, and called all his soldiers, his commander-in-chief, and all his twelve
Regiments, who prepared themselves and arose. Priest Lamipu went on before, with the king following behind
him; and as they started, all the soldiers followed after them: they were three days on their way, and on the fourth
they reached the Capital.
Then all the soldiers dismounted from their horses, and prepared themselves, and when priest Laminu had
asked God on their behalf, the Phula, within the Capital, saw the King, and, on seeing him, they also prepared
themselves, and came out behind the Capital. When priest Laminu saw that the Phula were prepared, that they
came out and drew themselves up in straight lines behind the Capital, he said to the king,
“Do not speak to them,\fn{ A general expression for “to attack, to begin.” } till I tell you to do so; look at me, and do not
lay hands on them.”
The king attended to priest Laminu’s words, and looked at him. Priest Laminu who had some small calabash
with charm-water about him, in his bosom-pocket, called a soldier who had a swift horse, took his calabash with
the charm-water from his bosom, and gave it to the soldier with the swift horse, saying to him,
“When we all arise, and go to where the Phula are, and the Phula also arise to meet us, so that we and they
approach each other, then hold this calabash in your hand, and gallop your horse, and as soon as you come to the
Phula, throw this calabash at them, and come back to us, and when we advance towards the Phula, they shall not
stay and wait for us.”
The king waited for Priest Laminu. They all arose: Priest Laminu went before, the king followed after, so that
he and the king went in front, and all the soldiers of the Capital followed after them. So they went on, and on
coming near to the Phula, the priest took the calabash, and gave it to the man with the swift horse. The man with
the swift horse galloped away on his horse, flung the calabash against the Phula, turned his horse, and, on coming
back to the king and those about him, said to them,
“I carried the calabash, and flung it at the Phula.” Then the priest said to the king,
“Go against the Phula, let all thy soldiers arise in a body, and go you all together, and when the Phula see you,
they will flee: today, as I am Priest Laminu, the Phula shall not stay and engage in a battle with you.”
All the king’s soldiers prepared and went in a body towards the Phula, so that the Phula began to flee as soon
as they saw them coming. Then, on seeing that the Phula had begun to flee, Priest Laminu said to the king,
“The Phula have begun to flee: pursue them and kill them, for today the Phula will not stop.”
The king, with all his soldiers after him, pursued the Phula, and killed them, and, having driven them into the
Capital, the soldiers also entered, and killed all who were within the Capital, so that only here and there one was
left to run and go to their country. The king’s war was successful; the king went into the Capital, and they were
occupied eight days with burying the dead bodies of the Phula.
When they had finished burying the dead Phula, they swept the Capital, and the King entered and remained
there; he also called his mother, and she remained, and all the soldiers swept their houses, and remained in them.
Then all we of Bornu rejoiced, saying,
“Bornu has become good again.”
Everyone went and remained in his own town, and the King remained in the Capital. Then the king called
Priest Laminu, and thanked him, and asked the priest, saying:
“Priest Laminu, how much of goods do you want from me?” But Priest Laminu answered the king and said,
“I did not arise in my town and come to you for the sake of goods: what shall I do with goods? I want no
goods; if you give me one prayer-shirt, I shall be satisfied, and you may also give me one horse which I will use
instead of my legs, in going to my town: what I did for you, not I did, but the one God helped me and you, that
you could drive the Phula from your Capital; my own soul rejoices that you have got your own house, and sit
down in it again. Now accompany me, and I will go to my town.”
The King listened to what Priest Laminu said, and gave him one prayer-shirt, one priest’s cap, one tent, a cloak
for covering his sboulders, and one beautiful horse; he also called out three men to accompany the priest to his
town; so they returned and remained at home. Tbe King was sitting in his Capital, all Bornu was pleasant, and we
did not hear any tidings of the Pbula, till one year had elapsed.
*
Now there was a Pulo whose name was Priest Tsagi, and another whose name was Bokore; they both lived at
Katagum, and I knew them: these arose, and came to attack the king, and when the king had heard tidings of
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tbem, he did not send anyone to Priest Laminu.
Priest Tsagi and Bokore had heard the tidings of this priest, and they also heard that the king had not sent again
to the priest: so they rose and came to attack the king, upon which the king called the commander-in-chief, and
said to him,
“Behold the Phula of the West, a Priest Tsagi, as they say, are come to attack me: now call up all the twelve
Regiments, and all the soldiers of the Capital, and go out to meet them, and drive them backl”
The commander-in-chief, attending to the king’s order, returned, and stood up on the large place for prayer,
and called the twelve Regiments: so the twelve Regiments prepared themselves, and went to him. Then he also
called all the soldiers of the Capital, who likewise prepared themselves, and went to him. This being done, he.
arose, mounted his horse, called all his soldiers, and went to the Phula, they following him.
But when they and the Phula had commenced the battle, the Phula would not flee, so the soldiers killed the
Phula, and the Phula killed the soldiers: of them all not one fled from the other. This vexed the king, and he left
his house, and went to tbem, and said to the commander,
“The Phula and thou have been fighting ever since day, till it has become noon; if you can not turn the Phula to
flight, although it has become noon, then come, and we will leave them the Capital, and go, lest the Phula should
completely kill all our soldiers.”
So they turned their backs upon the Phula, and took the way to Kurnawa. As soon as the Phula saw that the
king was taking the way to Kurnawa, they pursued him, and killed a great many men. Then the king left the
Capital to them, and took all his soldiers, went and abode at Knrnawa.
*
In all Bornu there was then nothing to eat, and all the peope died of famine: the Phula did not suffer the people
of the towns to do farm-work, and everyone had eaten up the food which had remained from former years; there
was no place where you might go to seek food, so as to have something to eat: all the people perished from
famine, and the Phula took away all the strength of Bornu. The Phula do not fear any nation except only the
Shoas;\fn{Tribes of Arab descent who live Eastward of Bornu, but who have no connection with the Shoa of Ethiopia } they never
meddle with the Shoas, but the Shoas abide by themselves, and the Phula abide by themselves. So if anyone
suffered from the famine, he went and abode with the Shoas, or if anyone liked the Phula better, he remained with
the Phula. I myself settled amongst the Shoas.
I was twice witness that the Phula drove the king out of the Capital. At that time was Priest Laminu still in his
town jn Kanum, King Dunoma was at Kurnawa, and I myself was amongst the Shoas; at that time I had my full
senses, before I was lost.\fn{Enslaved}
At the time when I was lost, we never heard anyone in Bornu call Priest Laminu “Priest Sheik,” but they only
called him Priest Laminu, till I left; I was already a slave, when I heard the report that he was called Sheik. Only
what I have seen with mine eyes, that I tell you; but what I have not seen myself, I do not tell you to write it with
your pen.
*
After priest Laminu had asked God in behalf of the Bornu king, so that the Phula feared the Bornu king, and
the people dwelled quietly by the blessing of priest Lamjnu, then he and the King of Bornu were on friendly
terms, and there was no quarrelling. But one day the great men of the town went to Ibram, the King of Bornu, and
said to him,
“King lbram, if you do not prepare yourself, this priest will come and take the kingdom from you.” King Ibram
attended to what the great men said, and quietly wrote a letter, and sent it to the King of Wadaj, saying,
“May the Wadais please to come to me, and to help me; for this man, Priest Laminu, wishes to take the
kingdom from me: if they do not come and help me, this priest will take the kingdom from me.”
Then, when the King of Wadai saw the letter of King lbram, he saw, in the letter, the invitation which King
Ibram sent to him. Therefore he called all his soldiers, and, when they were come to him, he said to them,
“Soldiers, I have called you, for King lbram sent a letter to me, and when I opened and saw the letter, King
Ibram said these words in his letter, ‘May the King of Wadai please to send me warriors, for if he does not send
me warriors, this Priest Laminu wants to take the kingdom from me.’ Now I wished that you should hear the
words of the letter, and this is why I called you.”
The soldiers understood the words of the King of Wadai, and returned, prepared themselves, took their warimplements, mounted their horses, and came all back to the King. The King of Wadai, on seeing that his soldiers
were ready and had come to him for war, arose, went into his house, prepared himself, and came out again to his
soldiers, so that the soldiers saw the king was ready. Then the soldiers said to the King of Wadai,
“Please to go before, and to lead us wheresoever you will; inform us of whatever you want, and we will do it
for you.” The King of Wadai responded to the request of his soldiers, and went before them, and so they started
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for the place of Priest Laminu.
*
Priest Laminu did not know that King Ibram had written a letter and sent it to the King of Wadai, that the King
of Wadai should come and help him. The Wadais brought war, and on approaching the town of Priest Laminu, the
King of Wadai sent someone to Priest Laminu, saying,
“Go and tell Priest Laminu that I am come to attack him; let him prepare himself, and tomorrow morning at
nine o’clock I will come, that we may meet!” Priest Laminu listened to the words of the King of Wadai, and called
all the people of his town together, and said to them,
“You people of my town, let everyone go, and prepare himself well in his house! Today the King of Wadai is
come, and yonder they will come tomorrow morning at nine o’clock, that I and they should commence the battle,
as they told me by a messenger. Now I wanted you to hear this word, and that is why I have called you.”
The people of the town attended to what the priest had said, and each went back to his house, to prepare
himself properly for the war, and all the people came back to the priest; and when the priest had seen them on
their return, he arose, went into his house, prepared himself properly for the war, and then returned to his people.
He then went in front of his people, and they went to the seat of war, even the place where the King of Wadai was,
he, in front, and all his people following after him.
Upon this, when the King of Wadai saw the warriors of priest Laminu come to him, he and his soldiers arose
and went, to encounter them in a battle. As soon as they had met, the King of Wadai killed a great many of Priest
Laminu’s men, and when Priest Laminu saw that many of his people were dead, he began to flee. The Wadais, on
seeing Priest Laminu flee, pursued them, so Priest Laminu ran, and the Wadais pursued him. When the Wadais
saw that Priest Laminu had left his own town and gone to another, they returned, burnt Priest Laminu’s whole
town with fire, took the goods, and went back to their own country.
Priest Laminu, on seeing that the Wadais had returned to their own country, arose and called all his people, to
come back to their own houses. But on their return the whole town was burnt with fire by the Wadais, so that not a
single house was standing, and the Wadais had taken all the goods away. Priest Laminu and his people were very
sad, and did not know what to say; they hung their heads upon the ground, and sat in their houses, not knowing
what to do. But priest Laminu said to his people,
“Let everyone sweep his house, and remain there, till we may see what God will do.” So all his people swept
their houses and sat down there.
*
After this King Ibram remained in his town, without knowing that Laminu was watching his opportunity to kill
him. Priest Laminu arose, and went to King Ibram, and said,
“I helped you to drive all the Phula into their forests, that you mighte remain in your house, and I and you were
of one mind; but today I know that, though I was sincere to you, you to me were insincere, and that, though I liked
you, you did dislike me: you sent a letter to the Wadais, that the Wadais should come and kill me, and yet
expected that you might sit down quietly.
“The Wadais came, drove me from my house, killed all my people, burnt my town with fire, and took all my
goods away to their own conntry. When I saw that the Wadais were gone, I returned to my town, swept my
ground, and sat down with my people that were left. Today I and you dissolve our friendship: I will see who may
come and take you out of my hand, when I am going to destroy you.”
Then he seized King lbram, and slew him before his soldiers: not one of the soldiers helped him, although they
saw King Ibram with their eyes, when Priest Laminu murdered him in his own house.
When he was murdered, Priest Laminu went into his house, and sat down there; then he called all the people,
both those of his own town and those of King Ibram, and when they were come to his court, he said to them in the
court,
“Let everyone who will follow me, tell it me at once, and I will hear it; and let every one who will not follow
me, tell me, ‘I do not follow you,’ and I will hear it too.” His people listened to the words of Priest Laminu, and
said to him,
“We all follow you: whatever you like, that we like, and whatever you dislike, we dislike.”
All the great men knew that priest Laminu had undertaken the government; and knowing this, they no longer
called him merely Laminu, but Sheik Laminu: when they called him Sheik Laminu, all the people of the land
knew that this priest had left the priesthood, and that the government of Bornu had come into his hand.
After this there was none who any longer called him Priest Laminu, but they only called him Sheik Laminu. I
have been told that at that time the kingdom of Bornu passed into his hands.
5: Sheik Laminu
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I heard that, on entering upon the government, Sheik Laminu began his wars by attacking Katagum. As soon as
the Phula of Katagum saw him, they did not stay to wait for him, but ran away, leaving behind everthing: cows,
goats, sheep, and goods. When he had come to their Capital, he did not meet a single Pulo, but only cows, goats,
sheep, and goods. He and all his soldiers dismounted at their Capital, and gathered the cattle together to kill them,
so that they ate no food for three days, but beef.
On the fourth day they got ready, arose from the Capital of Katagum, and started on the way to Kano. After
having marched seven days, they alighted at the town of Gorgo, on the banks of a river. When they had waited
there three days, they arose on the fourth, and continued to march towards Kano.
Now there is a river of the name of Salamta where they cultivate everthing: king’s corn,\fn{ Probably wheat}
onions, yalo, and sweet potatoes, and here the Sheik alighted again and remained two days.
*
After this the Kano-king saw them, and then he and all his soldiers prepared themselves, and went out, that the
Sheik saw them. So the Sheik also and his soldiers prepared themselves, and when they had come to where the
King of Kano was, he came near, and they met to begin the battle. When the battle had begun, the Sheik killed
them, and they killed the Sheik.\fn{ I.e., his soldiers} The Sheik killed great numbers of them, so that they did not
want to stay, but ran, the Sheik pursuing them. They went, and entered into their Capital; and having entered, they
shut their gates. The Sheik,. on seeing that they had shut the gates, went back, and alighted where he had been
staying at first.
*
Then they slept, and next morning they prepared themselves, and started on the way to the town of
Yakuba.\fn{Yakuba was a celebrated Pulo priest and warlike chief, whose town, which seems now (1852) to have his own name, is one
of the strongholds of the Phula in Central Africa} On the fourth day of their march they reached the town of Yakuba, when
the Sheik and his soldiers dismounted. Yakuba, on seeing them, sent a hundred horse to where the Sheik was,
saying,
“Go and see after them, whether the Sheik has really come to attack me, and then come back, and tell it me!”
The hundred horsemen arose, but on coming to where the Sheik was, they did not go near him, for they were
afraid, and went back to Y akuba, and said to him,
“You wilt not be a match for the warriors whom the Sheik has brought against you today.” When Yakuba had
heard their words, he called Captain Isa, and said to him,
“When my men went to reconnoitre, they were afraid, and came back to me, saying to me that I shall not be a
match for the warriors whom the Sheik has brought against me: now, Captain Isa, do you take three hundred
horse, and go to see after them tomorrow.”
*
After Captain Isa had slept, he took three hundred horse in the morning, and went before them to where the
Sheik was, who, on seeing them, called his slave, the little Barga, and his son Lageran, and sent them, saying,
“Go and see after the men who are come to me, what they want of us; let them tell you what they want of us,
and then come and tell me again!”
When they went to the Phula, and met with them, and began the battle, the men of Yakuba killed some of the
Sheik’s men, but the Sheik’s men would not flee. Priest Yakuba saw that they were fighting, but that none could
put the other to flight. Yakuba was vexed; he prepared himself, and waited at home. The Sheik’s son and his
father’s slave killed all the three hundred horsemen with whom Captain Isa had come against the Sheik upon their
horses, and then took the horses, so that only three horses were left to return home to Yakuba.
On seeing them, Yakuba sent someone to the King of the Nyamnyam,\fn{ Nyamnyam means Cannibal; it is a general
and not a proper name} and when the King of the Nyamnyam had heard Yakuba’s message, he called all his people,
who, after coming to him, prepared themselves three days, and called all their wives to come to them with their
baskets. Then the King of the Nyamnyam arose, got ready, and went before, all his people following after him. On
coming to priest Yakuba, he said to the King of the Cannibals,
“Behold, flesh has come: prepare yourselves, and let us go to the place whence the flesh has come!”
The King of the Cannibals listened to what Priest Yakuba said, and they all arose, and went to Priest Yakuba,
both the women, and the men, and the girls. Priest Yakuba, on seeing them, prepared himself, and called all his
people together, and they and the Nyamnyam all joined, and went to attack the Sheik. All the Sheik’s soldiers, on
seeing them, likewise arose, and marched on, so that they all met for an attack.
*
When the attack commenced, the Nyamnyam began to kill the Sheik’s soldiers, and then, when they killed one,
they cut him up for meat, ere his life had quite left him: on catching a man, some cut off an arm, the man still
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standing, others cut off a leg, and put it into their bag, and again others cut off the head, and put it into their bag:
on catching a man, they at once cut him up completely for meat, and both the women and the girls with their
baskets collected the intestines into their baskets. So, likewise, on killing a horse, they cut it all up for meat, even
before its life had quite departed.
The Sheik’s men saw them fight: the battle which they had commenced in the morning at nine o’clock, they
fought all the day, till it became night. When it was night, the Sheik and his people went and dismounted.
Then also the Nyamnyam returned and dismounted: the Sheik’s men lay down, expecting to resume the fight
on the following morning; but as they were lying, the Nyamnyam arose at night, and came back to attack the
Sheik.
Then the Sheik’s soldiers, on seeing the Nyamnyam, began all to flee, and when the Nyamnyam saw this, they
pursued them: the former ran, and the Nyamnyam did not leave off pursuing them, till it became day; nay, even
after it had become day, the Nyamnyam did not want to leave them and to return. After they had pursued them for
three days, the Sheik said to his soldiers on the fourth,
“If we continue to flee, these Nyamnyam will not let us reach home: let us return, and drive them back a little;
if they do not go back, they will not let one man of us remain.”
His soldiers attended to the Sheik's word, and when Father Omar, his son, with the little Barga and Ali Tsarma,
turned their horses and rode back, all the soldiers, on seeing them, likewise turned, and drove them back one day:
but as the Nyamnyam retreated, and the Sheik’s men came to where the Cannibals had spent their last night, they
saw human bones, heads, legs and arms which they had thrown away, after having gnawed them enough, so that
not one of the Sheik’s men, on seeing this, could proceed any farther, but left the Nyamnyam, turned back, and
resumed their way home, none being able to stand it any longer; neither did the Nyamnyam follow them again,
but returned to their own country.
*
The Sheik had been pursuing his march to his own country eleven days, during which time they always arose
as soon as it was day, and after pursuing their march during the day, alighted in the evening in the following towns
successively: Tsebag, Katsaule, Kaduwa, Gafeiye, Tshatsharam, Adufia, Murmur, Tshagua; but when they arose in
the last-mentioned town in the morning, and proceeded, a hunter saw them in his forest. On seeing them he went,
and told it to a Polo of the name of Dankaua, saying,
“Behold, the Sheik who made war against you before, from whom you fled, when you saw him, and to whom
you did leave your town, that he should not see you: he started for Kano, and, as the Phula of Kano were not
strong enough for him, they shut their gates against him; he, on seeing the gates shut, arose, and set out for the
town of Yakuba; having come to Yakuba, Yakuba called the Nyamnyam, and, united with them, put the Sheik to
flight, who ran away, and is now going to his country: I have seen them in the middle of the forest, and am
therefore come to inform you of it.”
Dankaua, on hearing the hunter’s words, got ready, called all his men, and met the Sheik on his way. When the
Sheik’s soldiers saw Dankaua’s warriors, not one man would stay, but they began to flee, and were pursued by
Dankaua.
Now there is a river at a Lare-town, which river is large, into this river they went, and passed to the opposite
side; but when Dankaua came, he stopped at the banks of the river: so the river prevented him from following the
Sheik, and Dankaua turned back.
The Sheik and. his soldiers spent the night on the banks of the river, and when it was day again, they arose and
went to the Bode-town, Gulugudgum.
Then the Sheik was taken ill, and when they left Gluugudgum antI entered the forest of Little Bode, the illness
overpowered the Sheik: so they slept in that forest, and next morning they arose and went to Little Bode. Here the
Sheik’s soldiers said,
“Let us remain here, on account of the Sheik’s illness, and attend to him for two days!”
But, having been there two days, on the third God took the Sheik away.
6: King Omar
When he was dead, the soldiers buried the Sheik, and then the soldiers called his son, Father Omar, and said to
him,
“Father Omar, your father has brought us to the war, and, having gone and been unsuccessful, we are returning
home; but behold, God has sought your father by the way, so that he did not reach home. Now, as you are the
eldest among his sons, come, we will take your father’s sword, and hang it round you, and do you sit down upou
your father’s couch.”
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So they took the sword, and hung it round him, and also put his father’s cap of sovereignty upon his head, and
he sat in his father’s room.
*
On the seventh day, when be had offered the seven days’ sacrifice for his father, they got ready, and started for
the Capital. On their way they usually arose in the morning after daybreak, and, after marching the whole day,
they alighted, and spent the night in the following towns successively: Ngarbua, Gorotsbi, Beseye, Dagambi, also
Kurnawa, after passing the former Capital of Bornu, and then they came to his father’s town, Kukawa-of-the
Tsade.
Here all the soldiers dismounted; Father Omar went and alighted at his own house, and all the soldiers went
home, unbuckled their war-things from their bodies, laid them away, and sat down. Father Omar sat down in his
own house, and not in his father’s, till, after seven days, the priests assembled, came to him, and said,
“Father Omar, the government will not be good for you, except if you do as your father did.”
Father Omar agreed to what the priests said. On a Friday his rnother washed him, and introduced him into his
father’s house. Then, he called his mother and all the other wives of his father, and when they came to him, he
said to them,
“Behold, noone ever disregards what our Lord does: my father is lost, and I have sat down in my father’s
house; may all you wives of my father follow my mother, and remain in my house, till we may see what our Lord
will further do.”
His father’s wives listened to what Father Omar said: they went and followed his mother, to remain in her
son’s house, and then King Omar abode in his father’s house.
*
When they were all settled, and King Omar had reigned two years, he sent to King lbram.\fn{ Ibram, King of
Tsundr, a vassal of the Kings of Bornu} This King lbram lived at Tsundr, and, on his father’s death, he did not send his
father’s property to King Omar. So King Omar sent messengers to King Ibram, saying,
“Go and tell him to send me the goods of his father who is dead.” King Ibram sent King Omar’s messenger
back, and said to him,
“Go and tell King Omar: ‘To whom did he send his father’s goods, when his father died? I shall not give him
my father’s goods: if he wants my father’s goods, let him arise, and come and take them with his own hand!’”
When King Omar heard the words of King Ibram, he was wroth, and sat down, saying,
“Let him not be in a hurry: I will come, and take his father’s goods with my own hand.” So he prepared
himself, called all his soldiers, and said to them,
“Go and get ready. I will go to King lbram, and will take his father’s goods with my own hand.”
All his soldiers prepared themselves, and came to him; also all the Shoas and all the Koyams came to him.
When they were all come, he arose, got ready, mounted his horse, and all these men followed him, as they started
on the way to Tsundr, and set out against King Ibram.
After they had marched five days, King Ibram heard tidings respecting them. Then, as they were getting up, to
encounter them on the way, King Ibram’s younger brother, whose name was Prince Baba, and who wanted to take
the kingdom from his elder brother, without his knowing it, said to his elder brother,
“Brother, do you sit still, and give me two hundred horse, that I may meet them, and when I have seen them,
and we are no match for them, I will come back and tell you, that we may run and leave the town to them.”
His elder brother was foolish: he did not know that his younger brother wanted to kill him, and to take his
kingdom. King Ibram gave his younger brother soldiers with two hundred horses. So Prince Baba took the two
hundred horse, and marched towards King Omar, and when he had come near him, King Omar, on seeing him,
said,
“Is King Ibram going to make an attack?” But when his soldiers had got up to encounter them, Prince Baba, on
seeing the soldiers of King Omar, dismounted from his horse, and said,
“I am not come to King Omar in order to fight, I am going over to him.” And thus he sent King Omar’s
soldiers back. When they were come to King Omar, they said to him,
“The Prince who is coming to you, does not come to you in order to fight, but he says that he is going over to
you; he sent us to you, saying that whatever you like, he likes, and what you dislike, he dislikes.” King Omar, on
hearing what his soldiers said, called someone, and sent him to Prince Baba, saying,
“Go aud tell Prince Baba, that, as he says he has gone over to me, he may come to me, and that there will be no
dispute between me and him.” King Omar’s messenger went, and said to Prince Baba,
“Prince Baba, King Omar calls you, for you did not come to him in order to fight, but in order to go over to
him: now come to him, for he has heard your message, and says that there will be no dispute between you and
him: come, and let us go to him.”
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Prince Baba arose, mounted his horse, likewise all his soldiers arose, and mounted their horses, and so Prince
Baba came before King Omar. King Omar, on seeing Prince Baba, gave him the kingdom, saying,
“Prince Baba, dismount from your horse, and let all your men dismount. As you say that you will go over to
me, and as you did rise and come to me, I like you, and give you the kingdom of your brother. Stop; tomorrow I
will war against your brother, for I am come to take the goods of his father which he did not give to me, and
concerning which he said that I must come and take them with my own hand.”
So they slept, and the following morning all the greatest soldiers came to King Omar, and said to him,
“You have brought us against King Ibram, and now give us the Qur’an, and let us swear that, when our eyes
see King Ibram, we may catch him by the hand, and give him to you!”
*
King Omar took the Qur’an, and when all the greatest soldiers had come, one by one, and sworn on the
Qur’an, King Omar got ready against King Ibram. King Ibram, on hearjng the tidings that his younger brother,
Prince Baba, had gone over to King Omar, and that King Omar had given him the kingdom, called all the men of
his town, and said to them,
“You great men of the town, when we heard that the army of King Omar was coming against us, and when
King Omar was approaching us, my younger brother said to me, ‘Brother, give me two hundred horse, that I may
encounter this army, and when I see that we are not equal to them in strength, I will return to tell it to you;’ and I
gave him two hundred horse; but when he had gone, he went over to King Omar, and I hear them say that King
Omar has given him the kingdom; therefore hear ye all my word: whoever will follow King Omar, let him go to
King Omar, but let everyone who will follow me, prepare himself, for I have heard that all the greatest soldiers of
King Omar have taken an oath that, on seeing me, they will seize me by the hand, and give me up to King Omar: I
shall not sleep in this town tonight; let everyone who will follow me, follow, and everyone who will not follow
me, with him I have nothing to do.”
So King Ibram took all his men, left the town, set out, and went to the town of Kantshi.
Then, on the very next morning, King Omar, and all his soldiers, and Prince Baba, got ready, and the latter led
them to his home Tsundr. On their arrival, King Omar did not meet King Ibram in Tsundr, for they had set the
town on fire, burnt Tsundr, and gone farther. Then Prince Baba said to King Omar,
“I know where my brother has gone: come, I will take you there!”
So he went before, and King Omar with his soldiers followed him. Prince Baba went in front, and on reaching
the town of Kantshi, he stopped his horse, and said to King Omar,
“Behold, here I show you the town to which my elder brother went, and which he entered.”
King Omar listened to the Prince’s word, and all the soldiers completely surrounded the town, and stood still
with their horses. Then, as King Ibram saw them, he was wroth, arranged all his slaves on horseback, and then all
the soldiers who followed him, as well as he himself, got ready, and they began to march out. When they came to
the gate, they opened it, and on coming out and standing still, King Ibram said,
“You, King Omar, came to war against me, and, on seeing you, I was afraid of you, left my town to you, and
fled; and yet, after coming to the town of the Kantshi king, you pursued me, and came after me, intending to take
me: now if you will take me, as I leave before your very eyes, 1 will see the man who would attempt to follow
me, and to come and take me.”
Thus saying, King Ibram placed all his soldiers in front, in the sight of King Omar, and turned his face
Westward. On seeing this, an old soldier said to King Omar,
“King Omar, you put this King Ibram to flight in his home, he left his house to you, and fled to abide in the
Capital of another king; but when you pursued him, and came for the purpose of taking him, he, on seeing you,
prepared himself and all his soldiers, and then they came, opened the gate, and stood up; he, a man who had left
his town to another, and come into another town, said to you who came in order to take him in the other town, ‘I
will see, what man will follow me, and come and take me!’ and now he turns his face to the West, puts his soldiers
in front, and leaves. Do not interfere with him! This man would do something bad, if you were to interfere with
him: let him alone, that he may depart!”
King Omar attended to the words of the old soldier; not one of his men went after 1bram: they all saw him, as
he departed.
*
When King Ibram was gone, King Omar’s men gathered together the people, and everything that was property
in the Capital: the women, the children, the men, both small and great, the cows, the horses, the camels, the asses,
the bullocks of burden, the sheep, the goats, the fowls, the cloth, the copper-money; then they chained the people
together, and started for their own country, where they arrived after a five days’ journey. Then the whole town
rejoiced, saying,
75

“King Omar has prospered.” Now this is the first war which he made during his reign.
*
One day the tidings came to him, that King Ibram had entreated the Phula, saying, “Please to come and help
me, that we may go and take Kugawa Buni!”\fn{ A large town of Bornu, but not at this time its capital city } and that the
Phula had granted his request, prepared themselves, and come to him, and that he had risen, taken the lead, and
was marching against Kugawa Buni: whereupon the king, Father Omar, called all his soldiers together, and said to
them,
“There are tidings which I have heard: I heard it said that King Ibram was bringing an army of Phula against
Kugawa Buni: so prepare yourselves, and tomorrow we will all go, and see those Phula with our own eyes!”
King Omar’s soldiers attended to his words, returned to their houses, and next morning they got ready, and all
came back to him. Then he arose, prepared himself, and led them to Kugawa Buni, and, after their arrival, the
Phula also came there. When King Omar and the Phula met, and commenced a battle, the Phula were not a match
for the army: King Omar’s soldiers killed multitudes of Phula, the Phula could no longer stand, but began to flee.
Then the soldiers of King Omar pursued them, but the Phula continued their flight, and would not
stay.\fn{Would not stand and fight} When King Omar and his soldiers had chased the Phula, he returned, called his
soldiers, and went back to his own town.
*
After this he did no more send out an army to any other place, till Amade\fn{ This was a Bornuese man who has only
been about ten years in Sierra Leone, (1842-1852) and who was Ali Eisami’s informant on the present subject } was lost from Kugawa
on the Tsade, in the fortieth year of his age. People who after me came to Sierra Leone, at this present time,
informed me that they left Father Omar on the throne in Bornu. One youth who arrived lately,\fn{ I.e., c.1849} and
is a soldier in the King’s house,\fn{ I.e., the barracks in Freetown, Sierra Leone } says that King Ibram came back to his
town Tsundr, after King Omar, who had driven him away, returned to his own country, and that he drove his
younger brother, Prince Baba, whom King Omar had installed and left as King, from his house, so that he had to
flee to another town, and that then he himself entered and dwelled again in his own house: so it was, when he
became a slave, says the soldier.
168.176 Three Prose-poems And One Traditional-poem\fn{by Nana Asma’u D’an Fodiyo (1793-1863)} Degel,
northwest of Sokoto, Northern Region, Nigeria (F) 3
1
I begin with God, the Beneficent, and the noble Prophet, bringer of the Qur’an.
May the blessing and peace of Allah be upon him; he was taken to heaven and greatly rewarded; and upon his
Relatives and Companions who exceeded their contemporaries, also those known for their piety and generosity
who followed.
I beseech God to give victory to the Muslims. It is right to make requests to Him, for He is omnipotent, and
has other wonderful attributes, Almighty Merciful and Beneficent.
Oh God I beg you to unite and reconcile all Muslims wherever they may be, and give them victory. Destroy
unbelief and fortify religion until it reaches to the very throne of God.
For the sake of the matchless Prophet who is our rightful mediator. And for his sake quell the rebellion which
engulfs Hausaland and its borders: it is right to cleave to him.
Oh God destroy Gandi, Maradi, and Talata. Bring them to utter ruin. For the Honor of the board and the pen
and what was written. For the Honor of the Qur’an, the most excellent of books, and the Old Testament Books of
Psalms and the words of Jesus. For the Honor of all the Holy Books of God, religion, and insight of precious
Belief. For the honor of the Prophet and other Envoys of God; I rely on them and pray that God for the honor of
the Assembly of His Angels.
2
Let us praise the King, undoubtedly, in Truth, who is merciful and generous, undoubtedly, in Truth. Mankind is
fully aware of this, undoubtedly, in Truth. Thanks be to God the Sovereign, undoubtedly, in Truth
One God sufficient for all, be sure of God’s Truth. Kinsmen, let us pray ceaselessly for the Prophet. With
attention to detail let us beseech the Prophet. Let us pray and invoke blessings on the Prophet.
Ahmadu who excelled all, be sure of God’s Truth. Let everyone consider and reflect. I will give you good
advice: be respected. Let us continue to follow the Path, and escape retribution. Listen to my song and repent, and
so find salvation. Be sure of God’s Truth. …
76

If you join the jihad, give heed—you fight for God’s sake, do not forget. Those who cheat their companions
using evil charms, and those who use brute force to wrest things illegally, will be exposed.
Be sure of God’s Truth. When a town is captured wreak no vengeance. Wrongdoing is unworthy of us.
Yet some of us are always defaulting: those who steal booty from those who first captured it will be seized by
the Fire.
Be sure of God’s Truth. Captured booty must definitely not be hidden. War trophies must be taken to the
leader. There are those, without doubt, who conceal booty.
Those who deny the poor their rightful share will receive the Fire as their share, be sure of God’s Truth.
When the army is victorious, slaves are taken, including some for the leader. But some men act illegally; they
fall on the women, disregarding all sanctions.
They will fall in the Fire, be sure of God’s Truth.
Be fair in all your dealings, even about the smallest thing. Do not dupe people headed to the market to sell. It is
wrong, like reclaiming gifts you have given away. Those who are untrustworthy, hereafter, will have no trust left,
be sure of God’s Truth.
You have been warned to practice no oppression so that you will receive the pardon of God the Bountiful
Anyone who refuses will eat the bitter fruit of Hell; and he who robs with violence, including Muslims, or breaks
faith, will burn, be sure of God’s Truth. …
I have set forth my warnings, kinsmen, to make you wake from slumber; to make you repent. Do you hear
Muslim friends? Everything I have said in this song is true, as are forgiveness and salvation. Be sure of God’s
Truth.
I have finished, kinsmen, hear the Truth take it into your hearts, it is the truth, the truth is what the song is
about, hear the Truth. All of us, let us repent, for anyone who in Truth repents will be saved. Be sure of God’s
Truth.
I shall praise the Prophet all my life, until the time when I shall die. Because of him God made forgiveness
possible, let us give thanks to Him and pray for Muhammadu who excelled, be sure of God’s Truth. Shehu
composed the original version of this song; Nana translated it into Hausa; Isa wrote the takhmis in Hausa, and the
reason was to bring this warning:
Be sure of God’s Truth.
3
I give thanks to God the Merciful
Who created me; the Generous King.
He is One, to Him belongs everything,
He has no beginning because He began everything.
He hears, just as He sees:
He knows all mysteries, He is omniscient and patient.
But He does not hear with ears,
Nor does He see with eyes.
Trust in Him and His existence.
There is no King except God the Bountiful,
And trust in Muhammad His Messenger,
Then you will be an upright Muslim.
Do not innovate. Keep strictly to the Sunna
For the Sunna will suffice you till you reach Heaven.
Repent, for repentance purifies the worshiper
So he can escape from sin which leads to Hellfire.
Safeguard the proprieties of ritual ablution,
And on the Bridge over the Fire, you will feel no pain.
If you are ill, procedures can vary,
For God gives his servants concessions.
What God wants most
Is work that is willingly done.
From God we should all seek
Forgiveness and His trust.
The Everlasting never dies
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Forever and ever and ever He exists.
Listen to my warnings, brethren,
And heed them: admonition is good for you.
Let us repent because repentance
Is the gateway to God the Merciful.
Give the alms you must and those you wish, and pray
For the sake of the Prophet, our Leader.
Say your prayer beads in the mornings
And in the evenings and say extra prayers in the night.
To love the Qur’an is to love God:
For the Prophet’s sake, read it constantly.
This is the Path of the Almighty.
He who follows will never turn.
Women, a warning. Leave not your homes without good reason
You may go out to get food or to seek education.
In Islam, it is a religious duty to seek knowledge
Women may leave their homes freely for this.
Repent and behave like respectable married women
You must obey your husbands’ lawful demands.
You must dress modestly and be God-fearing.
Do not imperil yourselves and risk Hellfire.
Any woman who refuses, receives no benefit,
The merciful Lord will give her the reward of the
damned.
I have written this poem of admonition
For you to put to good use in the community.
I end with thanks to God. I invoke His peace On the Prophet and
his companions.
The year of the Hijra is 1273.
4
I give thanks to God, Who never dies; only He can put right the misfortune which has occurred. He is
Omnipotent, He alone has power, His authority is limitless.
I pray for the Prophet who dwelt in Mecca. I pray for his Kinsmen and Companions and all those who
followed the Sunna.
My friends, with this song I sympathize with you over the death of Zaharatu. She was a fine person who
benefited the Muslim Community. She gave religious instruction to the ignorant and helped everyone in their
daily affairs. Whenever called upon to help, she came responding to lay out the dead without hesitation. With the
same willingness she attended women in childbirth. All kinds of good works were performed by Zaharatu. She
was pious and most persevering: she delighted in giving and was patient and forbearing.
I grieve for her in this song: I weep because unhappiness fuels my burning heart. And I am sorrowful because
the world is being depleted by the deaths of my beloved women friends. Help me, Muslims, with this elegy I
composed for Zaharatu.
I bow before the authority of God, for nothing can deflect His intentions. O God, forgive her and be merciful,
for Your mercy is infinite. May God help her to answer the questions of Munkari and Nakiri. May she have
comfort in the grave, knowing that she will be saved. May she be united with the Shehu, and redeemed by the
Prophet, the Exalted.
On the Day of Judgment may she be sheltered from the sun and shielded from the Day’s terrors. May she be
given her papers in her right hand and on the scales, may God assist her. May she be helped on the Bridge, and
drink at Kausara, for all who drink there thirst no more. May she be saved from Hellfire and taken to Heaven, the
place all Muslims long for.
Unite her with those who will see Your Holiness, then every desire will have been met. May we be united with
her in Paradise where joy is unceasing. Together with all other Muslims, for the sake of the Prophet of Medina, O
God receive these requests. I thank you and pray for the Prophet, and his Kinsmen and Companions and all those
who have followed the Sunna.
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In the year of the Hajira 1274.\fn{1857. The first of these was written in 1827, the fourth in 1831, according to appended dates.
I have rendered the poetry into prose, a thing that is not possible with all poetry, but, in my judgment, is with these:H The third poem I just
found on the Internet site Women in World History: Nana Asma’u, Muslim Woman Scholar: Excerpts from One Woman’s Jihad.}
176.53 The Qualities of Shehu: A Prose-Poem\fn{by Sheu ‘dan Fodio (fl. late 18th-early 19th century)} Northern Region,
Nigeria (M) 2
In the name of God, the Beneficient, the Merciful; may God bless the noble Prophet.
I give thanks to God for the generosity he showed me; I give praise to Him the Generous One. I say
“Peace be upon our prophet.”
Know that I have many of his characteristics. These will I mention in gratitude to Allah, that Muslims may
know them, East and West.
Know that prophecy was made of him before his coming. A similar prophecy was made of me, I am fortunate.
Know that he bore with the troubles of the people. Likewise am I known for this and for loving peace. Indeed,
he never angered anyone; for this too have people known me, and for mercy.
After summoning people to the religion he made the hijra;\fn{The Pilgrimage to Mecca, enjoined upon upon every
Muslim to this day} when I made mine it cost me great effort.
At that place where the enemies came out: as they failed against him, so also did they fail against me. By
making the hijra he was indeed saved from them. I did the same and the same has been repeated. He made it at
the beginning of the sixth decade of his life; of a truth mine was indeed made at the same time.
No sooner had he made the hijra than he waged the jihad.\fn{Holy war} Likewise did I, keeping the pattern.
Note that when jihad was begun for him, ot was said to have been during Safar; likewise was mjne by the stroke
of fate.
After he had fought five battles his enemies did not get the better of him; as for my battles they were five and
my enemies suffered tribulation. The five he fought brought victory; so it happened in my case.
They repented. The first fight against them supplied the evidence; even so in my first fight they saw these same
signs.
Then, unfortunately, tribulation overtook the Muslims; so indeed was I affected when they retaliated. Just as
they surrounded his town with an army; thus often did they do to mine. For they surrounded him, east and west.
As over his town similarly over mine, they secured no hold. Just as he was given control over it, so also was I
given power by reason of my spiritual power. Verily there are some miracles I will not mention here out of
modesty, that you might realize that they are many. Some of these, which I saw there in visions, I will not
mention, though they are of great import.
The attributes of Muhammad cannot be comprehended, so let everyone obtain a few indications of them. The
Prophet is in front, hear ye, we will certainly not go astray. Because he told me this; I am fortunate.
Know that I have also been given the attributes of the Mahdi; verily I also give praise everlastingly. Certainly, I
will mention them by way of gratitude to God for them, though I did not achieve what he achieved through his
zeal.
Verily, prophecy was made of him before his coming; a similar prophecy was made of me, I am fortunate.
Because our time has become that of the Mahdi,\fn{The Anointed, or Expected One; in Islam, a great leader who arises
from among the people at a time when the divine nature of Islam is in danger of being hopelessly corrupted and defeated from without and
from within. Perhaps the most famous of these was he who was so proclaimed in the Anglo-Egyptian-Sudan in the late 19 th century, under
whose leadership Khartoum, the present capital of The Sudan, was overwhelmed and its British defender, Lord Kitchener, killed } thus, in

it, have I come, in the cause of peace. He is endowed with the abundant goodness of the Mahdi; hear ye, the same
is true of me, there is no controversy. He is appointed customarily to office at a time of upheaval; truly, during a
time of upheaval did I obtain leadership.
When injustice has become excessive, he is made to appear; indeed, I have also appeared at a time of tyranny.
He is made to appear during a time of religious degeneration; at such a time have I appeared: you have heard the
word of wisdom. Shunning this world was his character; truly through God’s mercy, mine too is like that.
When he comes he purifies knowledge; indeed, so did my coming, East and West.
From the ancestors of Fatima is he caused to be descended; so indeed am I, let me tell you. You know that in
character he is modest and judicious; such qualities have I been given and his nobility, and I will not lose them.
Also for the suppression of bad customs of the people I have been given power, and also over oppression.
Verily, he wipes out innovations, there is no doubt; now that I have wiped out innovations in keeping with the
pattern.
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Verily, he calls the world to the true religion. So indeed did I appeal to everybody. No sooner did he call than
all accepted; when I summoned, they accepted with sincerity. He enjoins people to read the Qur’an; I too exhorted
them urgently to receive it. He revives the sunna\fn{The True Way} of our Prophet; so also shall I revive it until
death.
He is endowed with sound judgement in affairs; know that I have been given this in full measure. Know that
the Mahdi is endowed with wisdom; know that I am endowed with it to guide me. Know verily, he is endowed
with affection for all; people have told me so about myself—a mercy from God. He is known for generosity and
love of mankind; know that I have been endowed with these qualities permanently. He is endowed with justice in
giving judgement; likewise am I endowed with it, a true refuge. Know that he is gentle; likewise am I, take note,
and abandon disputation.
For every Muslim there is good tidings in his coming; likewise is my appearance a good tiding for them. Know
that he is the glory of the Muslims; by grace, likewise did they become possessed of glory through me.
As for rank, he will certainly be Commander of the Faithful; verily, in the same way, did I become
Imam.\fn{He who leads the prayers} Indeed, he slaughters whoever rejects the Path; know that I also slaughtered the
evil-doers. He vanquishes whoever makes war against the path of Islam; likewise also have they been dealt with
by me. Indeed whenever he comes, he wages the jihad; similarly, when I came, I did so, for I was zealous. Know
that he obtains victory, without doubt; know that I have obtained it here, east and west. Indeed he comes out with
flags; know that I also hoisted mine as a sign. The writing on his flags was,
“God is Lord.” Verily so was mine, through divine wisdom. Whenever he prays, all is answered; verily, this is
so with me, on account of my obedience.
Note that I am not the Mahdi, duly appointed; I have been clothed with his mantle in keeping with the pattern.
Verily I do not disbelieve in Mahdism; at these times have I obtained my spiritual powers. Because every epoch
has a Mahdi—it is already a thousand years and over—for this reason I am informing you. Like the wind
heralding the raincloud, almost exactly so am I in relation to the Mahdi. I give thanks that I am concluding the
poem concerning the Mahdi’s attributes; I give praise abundantly.
I am pleading by the grace of the highest one\fn{ Muhammad} that my sins be obliterated—mighty are they. I am
pleading by the grace of the highest one that God include us among those who persistently follow the sunna. I am
beseeching you for his sake lead me to Mecca and to Taiba\fn{ Medina} safely.
O God, preserve me from all the evils of this world, and the Last Gap,\fn{ Where the souls await judgement} the
Hereafter and the Day of Resurrection. By the grace of the highest one, lead me to the blissful home of Paradise,
the shade of mercy.
Completed, with thanks to God, and through His goodly aid, blessing and peace be upon the best of God’s
creation.
179.177 A Letter To Muhammad Bello\fn{Muhammad al-Amin ibn al-Kanami ( -1835)} Kanem, Northern Region,
Nigeria (M) 1
Praise be to God, Opener of the doors of guidance, Giver of the means of happiness. Prayer and peace be on
him who was sent with the liberal religion, and on his people who prepared the way for the observance of His law,
and interpreted it.
From him who is filthy with the dust of sin, wrapped in the cloak of shame, base and contemptible,
Muhammad al-Amin ibn Muhammad al-Kanami to the Fulani ulama and their chiefs. Peace be on him who
follows His guidance.
The reason for writing this letter is that when fate brought me to this country, I found the fire which was
blazing between you and the people of the land. I asked the reason, and it was given as injustice by some and as
religion by others. So according to our decision in the matter I wrote to those of your brothers who live near to us
asking them the reason and instigation of their transgression, and they returned me a weak answer, not such as
comes from an intelligent man, much less from a learned person, let alone a reformer. They listed the names of
books, and we examined some of them, but we do not understand from them the things which they apparently
understood.
Then, while we were still perplexed, some of them attacked our capital, and the neighbouring Fulani came and
camped near us. So we wrote to them a second time beseeching them in the name of God and Islam to desist from
their evil doing. But they refused and attacked us. So, when our land was thus confined and we found no place
even to dwell in, we rose in defence of ourselves, praying God to deliver us from the evil of their deeds; and we
did what we did. Then when we found some respite, we desisted, and for the future God is all-knowing.
We believe in writing; even if it makes no impression on you, it is better than silence. Know that if an
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intelligent man accepts some question in order to understand it, he will give a straightforward answer to it.
Tell us therefore why you are fighting us and enslaving our free people. If you say that you have done this to us
because of our paganism, then I say that we are innocent of paganism, and it is far from our compound. If praying
and the giving of alms, knowledge of God, fasting in Ramadan and the building of mosques is paganism, what is
Islam? These buildings in which you have been standing of a Friday, are they churches or synagogues or fire
temples? If they were other than Muslim places of worship, then you would not pray in them when you capture
them. Is this not a contradiction?
Among the biggest of your arguments for the paganism of the believers generally is the practice of the amirs of
riding to certain places for the purpose of making alms-giving sacrifices there; the uncovering of the heads of free
women; the taking of bribes; embezzlement of the property of orphans; oppression in the courts. But these five
charges do not require you to do the things you are doing. As for this practice of the amirs, it is a disgraceful
heresy and certainly blameworthy. It must be forbidden and disapproval of its perpetrators must be shown. But
those who are guilty of it do not thereby become pagans; since not one of them claims that it is particularly
efficacious, or intends by it to associate anything with God.
On the contrary, the extent of their pretence is their ignorant idea that alms given in this way are better than
otherwise. He who is versed in the books of fiqh, and has paid attention to the talk of the imams in their
disputation—when deviation from the right road in matters of burial and slaughter are spoken of—will know the
test of what we have said. Consider Damietta, a great Islamic city between Egypt and Syria, a place of learning
and Islam: in it there is a tree, and the common people do to this tree as did the non-Arabs. But not one of the
ulama rises to fight them or has spoken of their paganism.
As for uncovering the head in free women, this is also haram, and the Qur’an has prohibited it. But she who
does it does not thereby become a pagan. It is denial which leads to paganism. Failing to do something while
believing in it is rather to be described as disobedience requiring immediate repentance. If a free woman has
prayed with the head uncovered, and the time passes, but she does not repeat the prayer in accordance with what
we know they say in the books of fiqh, surely you do not believe that her prayer is not proper because she has
thereby become a pagan?
The taking of bribes, embezzlement of the property of orphans and injustice in the courts are all major sins
which God has forbidden. But sin does not make anyone a pagan when he has confessed his faith. And if you had
ordered the right and forbidden the wrong, and retired when the people did not desist, it would have been better
than these present doings. If ordering and forbidding are confined within their proper limits, they do not lead to
anything more serious. But your forbidding has involved you in sin, and brought evil on you and the Muslims in
this world and the next. …
Since acts of immorality and disobedience without number have long been committed in all countries, then
Egypt is like Bornu, only worse. So also is Syria and all the cities of Islam. There has been corruption,
embezzlement of the property of orphans, oppression and heresy in these places from the time of the Bani
Umayya\fn{The Umayyad dynasty} right down to our own day. No age and no country is free from its share of heresy
and sin. If, thereby, they all become pagan, then surely their books are useless. So how can you construct
arguments based on what they say who are infidel according to you? Refuge from violence and discord in religion
is with God. …
We have indeed heard of things in the character of the Shaikh Uthman ibn Fiidi, and seen things in his writings
which are contrary to what you have done. If this business does originate from him, then I say that there is no
power nor might save through God, the most high, the most glorious. Indeed we thought well of him. But now, as
the saying is, we love the Shaikh and the truth when they agree. But if they disagree it is the truth which comes
first. We pray God to preserve us from being those of whom He said:
“Say: ‘Shall we tell you who will be the greatest losers in their works? Those whose striving goes astray in the
present life, while they think that they are working good deeds.’”\fn{ Quran XVIII:103-104. The quotation is from A. J.
Arberry, The Koran Interpreted, London, 1955. Dawood has: “Say: ‘Shall we tell you who will lose most through their labours? Those
whose endeavours in this world are misguided and who yet think that what they do is right.’” (N.J. Dawood, The Koran, London,
Penguin Books, 1974, p. 99) Palmer has: “Say, ‘Shall we inform you of those who lose most by their works? Those who erred in their
endeavours after the life of this world, and who think they are doing good deeds.’” (E. H. Palmer, The Koran (Qur’an), London,
Oxford University Press, 1933, p. 257)}

And from being those of whom he also said:
“But they split in their affair between them into sects, each party rejoicing in what is with them.”\fn[ Qur’an XXIII:55.
The quotation is from A. J. Arberry, The Koran Interpreted, London, 1955. Dawoood has: “Yet men have divided themselves into
different sects, each rejoicing in its own doctrines.” (ibid., p. 222) Palmer has: “And they have become divided as to their affair
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amongst themselves into sects,\fn{Literally, “into Scriptures,” i.e., into sects, each appealing to a particular book} each party rejoicing
in what they have themselves.” (ibid., p. 295)]

Peace.
1819
179.178 Three excerpts from History Of Sokoto\fn{by Haiji Sa’id (c.1800-after 1849)} Sokoto?, Northern Region,
Nigeria (M) 1
1
… He\fn{Muhammad Bello (1780-after 1824)} was much occupied with composition, and whenever he composed
anything he used to issue it to the people, and read it to them, then become occupied with another composition.
The reasons for the large number of compositions were requests for information and points of disagreement. If he
was asked about a question he composed a composition on it, and if it reached him that so-and-so and so-and-so
were disagreeing on a matter he composed a composition on it.
He used to urge his children, his brothers, and his nephews to learning, and blamed them much if they
abandoned it. One day I heard him say that the Hausas mislead our children in telling them, “Your house is a
saintly house,” and in causing them to abstain from learning; that all that was a lie, deceit, falsehood, and
incorrect, because knowledge is only attained by learning, and learned men are nearer to it than anyone. …
He spent from his own earnings and did not spend from the public Treasury. He had already said to his father
at the start of their Holy War:
“Shaikh, lawful resources are lacking, and it is essential that you should spend for necessary expenses from
this money; but, as for myself, I will earn my own living, as I am a young man.”
He was apprenticed to a craft, by means of which he became independent of the Treasury. Because of this he
never prayed against anyone without their becoming like leaves devoured.\fn{ I.e., because God heard his prayers} So
Ali Hashim informed us.
He was kind to the subjects, most merciful to them, patient, self-controlled, scrupulous concerning their
property … and a good administrator. He scrutinised the judges, reversing their judgments which were dictated by
their own interests; nor did he give them free rein in their posts. On account of this he said to his brother Atiqu:
“If you judge according to the truth, I will not interfere with you. Be you on the side of truth wherever it is.”
His description—ruddy, tall, bald, with a long thick beard, always veiled: he never removed the veil from his
face. …
2
… The first to put his hand in his\fn{ Abu Bakr Atiqu, son of Uthman dan Fodio, who ruled from 1837-1842 } was the Imam
of the mosque, Bubakr; then Gidado; then the people took the oath in succession. … When they had taken the
oath to him, the first words he said were:
“Be sincere in your hearts with regard to the oath of allegiance. If you see me straying from the path of the
Law, then set me straight on it, even with the stroke of a whip; and I too will set straight all who stray from the
legal path, even if it were Ali son of Bello.” Then he added:
“Today something has fallen which cannot be picked up, for the he-goat cannot carry the load of the camel—
but I will do as much as I can.”
He issued many orders for good and prohibitions of the bad, and he changed many abuses which had
developed in the administrative measures by means of which the Commander of the Faithful, Muhammad Bello,
had ruled them. The first thing he did in this way was putting to death a kettle-drummer in the middle of his
playing; so that they abandoned that, and became such that you would not hear the sound of a drum, nor anything
like it, save when the army was setting out on an expedition.
Dissipation died in his reign to the extent that it was as though it had never been. On account of that the
dissipated and the sultans hated him, but the learned and the upright loved him. …
His description—ruddy, short, down-looking (he seldom raised his head) never parting from sword, spear, and
bow (you would not see him without two of them in his hand, even when he was going into his house). …
3
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… As for his\fn{Atiyu Babba, son of Muhammad Bello, who ruled from 1842-1859 } description—before his succession
he was corpulent; then, after his succession, he became fine drawn. He was black, of medium height, with a gap
between his front teeth, fond of laughter, with good features and a fine long beard, beloved by the people,
beneficent to them. … No one could talk him into action against a poor wretch. … He did not dispute in theology
with anyone without vanquishing him. He was wide awake in ordinary affairs, knowledgeable about current
events and the reasons for disasters. Often have I heard him say:
“Such-and-such a disaster befell us because we did such-and-such, and through our doing such-and-such we
have suffered such-and-such an event.”
He fulfilled family obligations, was kind to the sons of his paternal uncle, and in the matter of the marriages of
all of them took the responsibility of helping them and advising them. … He did not leave off learning by night or
day; excessively hated shedding blood, and was on his guard against that. He only put to death him whom the
Law condemned. …
172.124 The Narrative of Joseph Wright\fn{by Joseph Wright (c.1809-c.1858)} Oba?, Yorubaland, Nigeria (M) 5
I was born a heathen in a heathen land, and was trained up in my youth to the fashion and custom of that
heathenish country, but the Lord, who would not have me to live to be old in that unhappy country, brought
among us war and confusion as the wages of our sins.
I was born of respectable parents, but they were not very rich. My father was a member of Council,\fn{ The
Ogboni council, which dominated the government of the Egba towns prior to their dispersal, which met periodically to perform the
functions of a court of law, a town council, and an electoral college for choosing the ruler, or oba} and he had two wives, besides

those of his father which he left to him at his death according to the law of our country. My mother was the first
wife my father had, and she bore us five children unto my father. We were all boys except one girl—and we all
were with our parents until this last tumultuous war which was the cause of our separations. …
T'he war had been heard of long before, but our fathers know not how to repent of the impending Wrath of
God. … All the time we heard of that war in a far distant land, we confidently thought they will not come to us.
Alas, in the space of about seven years after [the wars began] they came to us unexpectedly. To our surprise, they
came and besieged us round about. These people that raised up this war they are not another nation. We are all one
nation speaking one language.\fn{I.e., they were all Yoruba-speaking, though separated by differing dialects }
The war shut us from all business. They fought us with all their strength, and we fought against them with all
our might, but not with hope of escape. In this miserable state we lived for about seven months, destitute of all
food. We had nothing to eat in order to have strength to fight our enemies. In this hard case of ours, we had no real
God to go to for help, but we constantly sacrificed to our gods.
There is a god which we call public god. It is god of man, and not of woman. No woman is ever allowed to go
or pass by the Mountain where they place that god. The name of that god was Korowa. To this we all looking for
help—and to an- other by name of Sarbertaroo. This is a woman’s god, the females often killing pigeons, fowl,
and sometimes bullock as a sacrifice for their god.
And these were to overcome in the war which had besieged our city (besides thousands of private gods the
people kept in their houses), but all this was in vain. At last the famine overcame us, so that the chosen men of
war could not forbear.
One night, about seven months after the war had besieged us, all the mighty men of war consulted together to
go to another country in order to buy us some food to preserve us children of the land. And so they did; and in this
band were my father and mother. They went to get us some food too, for they pitied us when they saw us
perishing with hunger.
At the time they left me and all my brethren, they knew not that they would never see us again in the flesh, or
else they would never have left us, or they would have given us a final kiss, as dear children; but they knew not
what would take place after they left us. A short time after, they were gone, with all the mighty men of war for
fear the enemies would break upon them on the way.
Maybe the enemies knew that all the chosen men of war had gone for food to a foreign country; so they got
ready to take the city before the people who had gone for food should come back. The town had become very
poor for want of people to fight; because when my countrymen knew the men of war were going for food, the
most part of the people determined to go, knowing they would be safe if the enemy’s scouts should break upon
them on the way.
The city was in danger of being taken every day, because there remained but women and young men and boys
in the town. In a night, before the city was taken, people were trying to make their escape, and many had escaped.
When I heard of this, I took my brethren with me, and we come to the gate of the city, to make our escape if
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possible. The gate was quite crowded, so that the strong trod upon the feeble. Doubtless there were many dead
from being trodden upon.
Had I and my brethren attempted to go over the wall, we would have been trodden upon and would have died.
The wall we built round the city was so high and strong, and had beside a large and very deep ditch dug round
behind\fn{I.e., outside} the wall; there was no way to pass except through the gate, and we were obliged to come
back to our father’s house, there to remain to see what would take place in the morning.
Oh sorrowful, sorrowful morning! When the morning came, I and my brethren took a walk about in the town
to see what the people were doing. We found the city in sorrowful silence, for many had fled and many of the
aged men had put an end to their lives. Among these, was one in our house, my father’s near and very dear
relation. He was full of morality. He had put an end to his life too. His name is Ahkarlah, but since he became the
Chief Priest of Korowa , the public god of man, his name was changed to Abborreh, for so they call the chief
priest of the city.
His manner of dressing was remarkable. The day when he was going to officiate, he would put on all white,
white garment, white cap; he would put on all white. He would be attended by all the other ministers, and all
those whose office was to attend the ministers of the said god; and when they were about to come out from the
closet of the priest, warning would be given to the women in the yards to hide. And also warning would be given
to the market women, to hide themselves, or bow down their heads beneath their knees, or cover their faces with
their handkerchiefs; for they are not allowed to see the priest in his ministerial dress—or if they do, they die for it.
They always remained very long, when they carried a bull to sacrifice. When they came in the night someone
would stand before, hailing, giving warning [lest] perhaps maybe some women yet remain in the streets.
And when this aged relation of our father, to whom we should have looked for some guidance, had put an end
to his life, of course there remained no hope for ourselves. I brought my brethren back home. The enemies had
fully taken the city. When I saw none of them pass by my father’s house to take us for slaves, I then took my
brethren with me.
We came out in the street, and when we walked about 50 fathoms from our house, we saw the city on fire, and
before us the enemies coming in the street. We met with them, and they caught us separately. [They] separated me
from all my brethren, except one of my father’s children born to him by his second wife. I and this were caught
together by one man. By the time we left the house of our father, I saw my father’s mother pass the other gate.
She, I had no hope of seeing again in the flesh, because she was an old woman. Doubtless they would kill her.
Many were killed. They killed our Captain, Jurgoonor (for so they called the Captain) by the river side, and
they killed [the] barlah in his gate. He was second to the king. He was a very high man in the city. Nothing could
be decided without his presence.
The city was taken about nine o’clock in the morning. There were two cities (beside our own) that this enemy
had besieged on the same day. Our city was taken in the morning and the other two were taken in the afternoon
about two o’clock.
The enemies satisfied themselves with little children, little girls, young men, and young women; and so they
did not care about the aged and old people. They killed them without mercy. Father knew not the son, and the son
knew not the father. Pity had departed from the face of mothers. Abundant heaps of dead bodies were in the
streets, and there were none to bury them. Suckling babies were crying at the point of death, and there were none
to pick them up. Mothers looked upon them with contempt—a lamentable day!
These three cities were consumed in one day, and many of the inhabitants were taken as slaves by the enemies,
among whom was one of our chief men of war they punished severely. His name is Offersopuh. In this manner
they punished him. They first [cut} his private [parts]. After that, they put rope on his neck. Then they dragged
him about a quarter of a mile. Thus they put an end to his life. They took revenge on him because he was valiant
in fighting them. Very many of the chief men of war they punished more severely than I can mention, especially
kings. When they caught any of the king [king’s counselors?] they punished them severely and unmercifully, and
when they met with any of the Chief men they treated them with contempt, and after that they killed them, and
thus they continued, picking [up] those people who had escaped to the mountains and in the bushes.
I was brought the same day the city was taken to Imodo, that is, the place where they made their residence
when they besieged us, or rather in the camp. When I came to that place, the man who took me in the city took me
and made a present to the chief man of war who commanded the band which he belonged to; for the custom was
when any of their company went with bands of war, if he catch slaves, half of the slaves he would give to his
Captain. I was with them in the camp about ten days, during which time they used to send me for fire wood. In
one of the cities they took the same day they took our own; there I saw some people burned in the city.
They dug out many dead bodies from their graves. They dug them out in order to take off the grave clothes to
sell for money; for the manner of dressing the dead in that part of the world quite differs from that of this
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country.\fn{Sierra Leone} In this manner they dress the dead. If the dead had been a man of fortune, he would be
dressed by the Council. They would take all his valuable clothes and dress him carefully, with all costly apparel.
The dress will make him about four feet high from the ground. Perhaps there would be twenty large pieces of
costly cloth, besides those with which they lined the wall where the dead man lay. And then they would make a
large coffin about five feet high and about four feet wide and properly dressed with all fine and costly cloths.
After that, they would send for king’s drum (or band). About twelve or fourteen men would take up the coffin
upon their shoulders, and one would stand before giving out country hymns; and, followed by thousands of people
singing after them, they would go round the city with this beautiful coffin. And when they had gone round they
would come back to the place where the dead person lay.
After all these amusements, the relations of the dead would give warning to the Councils when the body
should be buried, and in the night when the body was to be buried the Council drum would beat. The market
would be broken about eight o’clock in the evening and they would come to the place where the body lay, and
abundant apparel would be perfumed to line the bottom of the tomb, and plenty of money would be laid at the
bottom of the grave. Then they would lay the body of the dead upon these things, and then cover him over with
dust.
This is the way they bury the dead. We do not bury the dead out of the house as they do in this country. We
bury a person in his own room, but if the person be a slave, we bury him in the piazza. The house where the dead
person is buried is not to be forsaken, but to be taken possession of by another person. So a dead body may
remain many years and not spoil. This is the cause why the enemy dug out the dead bodies in order to take the
money and fine clothes with which the dead bodies were dressed. But this cannot be done unless the city is taken
by the enemies.
While I was with these enemies in the camp I saw many wonderful instances, all which I cannot now mention.
I saw a child of about eighteen months old cast out of the camp because the child was so young that nobody
would buy him. That poor orphan was there crying at the point of death for about two days, and none [took] pity
to pick him up.
Another time I took a walk about in the camp. I saw my own brother. I was not allowed to speak to him,
although they knew him to be my own brother. Few days after this, the person who I then belonged to sent me
home to his wife for sale, and I was with his wife one day and a half. She sent for a trade man to examine me.
They stripped me naked. The man examined me all over. They went aside from me to make a bargain. In few
hours after that, the man came again. My mistress told me to go with the man and fetch some rum. Just as I went
out of her sight, the man stripped me of my clothes and sent it to my mistress. Then I knew that they only
deceived me by saying go with the man to fetch me some rum.
*
Then I went along with this man who had bought me from my mistress. The man tried to feed me and make me
clean as possible for the next market day: for one day out of six is general market day. One morning at the cock
crow the man started [out with] me, for next day would be market day. We walked mournfully, and when we came
to the village near the place where the market was to be held the day after, we slept. It was then a late hour.
Early in the morning we came to the market. Many hundreds of slaves, we were put in rows, so that we all
could be seen at one view by the buyers; and in about five hours another trade man came and bought me. He put
me in a canoe at once and we sailed all that night.
Next morning, we came to another slaves market by name Ikorodu, and there we remained the whole day, for
the man wanted to buy more slaves. At the time of evening, the canoe was quite loaded with slaves and we sailed
for his home directly. We arrived about twelve o’clock in the night. The town where we had just arrived, by name
of Lagos, is the place where the Portuguese traded.
Early in the morning we were :brought to a white Portuguese for sale. After strict examination, the white man
put me and some others aside. After that, they then made a bargain, how much he would take for each one of us.
After they were well agreed, the white man sent us to the slave fold. When we entered into the slave fold, the
slaves shouted for joy for having seen another of their countrymen in the fold.
These are the articles the Portuguese paid for slaves: tobacco, rum, clothes, powder, gun, cutlasses, brass, iron
rods, and jaki, which is our country money.
The inhabitants of Lagos are very cruel people. They would even sell the children of their own bosom. May
God almighty make bare his holy arm in sending the gospel to this benighted land.
I was there in the fold for about two months, with a rope on my neck. All the young boys had ropes on their
necks in a row, and all the men with chains in a long row, for about fifty person in a row, so that no one could
escape without the others. At one time, the town took fire, and about fifty slaves were consumed because the entry
was crowded—so that these slaves were burnt.
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During the time I was in that cruel place, their king was very sick. Then the business of his attendants was to
ask the diviner, [and] whatsoever he commanded to be done for the recovery of the king’s health [was]
immediately attended to. During the time of the king’s sickness, the slaves often met with goat or sheep sacrifices
and money put on the top of the sacrificed beasts, to appease the god of their land. This money the slaves always
took as good luck, for the money generally amounted to 2000 half pennies, £4 3s. 4d . This large sum of jakays
they used to put upon the top of the sacrificed beasts, and one jakay is worth as much as an English half penny.
Alas, the worthless prophets with all their Ododowor and Obbahtahlah (for so they call their god) were not
able to do any good for the king in regard to his recovery. … This king of Lagos … never recovered from his
disease; for he died. Three days after his death we came away over the river to prepare for shipping; for their
custom was, when the king died, to sacrifice about one thousand slaves for the celebration of the king’s death; for
we supposed at that time, if we still remained in that cruel town, and if the king’s slaves should not be enough for
the celebration of the king’s death, doubtless they would ask our master for some slaves to make up the number.
We all believed this was what induced our master to bring us over the river in haste for shipping. The place that
they brought us to, it is Igaye, and we were all naked both men and women; so that we hardly had any rest in the
night for we were very cold.
Next day, early in the morning, we were all brought down close to salt water for to be put in canoes. We all
were heavy and sorrowful in heart, because we were going to leave our land for another which we never knew;
and not only so, but when we saw the waves of the salt water on which we were just to enter, it discouraged us the
more, for we had heard that the Portuguese were going to eat us when we got to their country. This put [us] more
to despair, and when they began to put us in canoes to bring us to the Brig, one of the canoes drowned and half of
the slaves died.
*
After they had done with loading the brig, they stowed all the men under the deck; the boys and women were
left on the deck. The brig sailed in the evening.
Next day we saw an English man-of-war coming. When the Portuguese saw this, it put them to disquietness
and confusion. They then told us that these were the people which will eat us, if we suffered them to prize us; and
they also enticed us, if they should ask us how long since we sailed, we must say it was more than a month; and
they also gave us long oars and set us to pull. About ten men were set on one oar, and we tried to pull as far as we
are able, but it is of no avail.
Next day the English vessel overtook us and they took charge of the slaves.\fn{ In 1827, the number of recaptives
reached a total of 5,393, the largest number of recaptives in a single year up to this time. Wright’s carrier appears to have been the Velas, a
Brazilian vessel, captured after a chase of 12 hours by HMS Maidstone }

We were very poor for water. We were only allowed one glass of water a day and we were allowed only
breakfast, no dinner. Many of the slaves had died for want of water, and many men died for crowdedness.
One day as I sat by the fireside where they were cooking, boiling water was thrown on my head, and my head
became all peeled and sore, and this pained me very much. All the slaves thought I would have died, but the Lord
nourished me in that painful time and I am not dead. Glory be to his name for his tender care over a poor wretch
like me.
*
We landed to Sierra Leone in about a month after we sailed from Lagos. It was great joy among the slave that
day, for we supposed we should never see land anymore.
After we were landed at Freetown, they sent us boys to Mr. [William] B[enjamin] Pratt, manager of York, in
order that we may be instructed.\fn{Under the procedures established at this time by the Liberated African Department in Sierra
Leone, the recaptured slaves were first landed in Freetown and then assigned to villages in the vicinity, each of them under a European
manager who acted as magistrate, schoolmaster, and occasionally as missionary. Recaptives were at first subsidized from government
funds, and then allowed to fend for themselves. Most of them took European names shortly after their arrival in the colony, often those of
missionaries or manager they admired, or those of the earlier settlers to whom they were apprenticed; and Wright was probably named after
a member of the Wright family of black american settlers who had come from Nova Scotia in the 1790s, and who were among the earliest
settlers of Sierra Leone}

There, we were placed in school. We begin at once to learn to read English book, which book I have cause to
praise God for while I have life and breath. Through the reading of these books I came to know that High and
Glorious name of Jesus Christ the Saviour.
I have to acknowledge that although I read these books which teach me to know Jesus Christ the Saviour, I did
not believe in him as I ought to have believed. Although I did not embrace or believe from my heart when first I
read the word of God, I had great love to it. I liked to hear reading, and I liked to hear the minister preach to me
Jesus.
In five or six years after I came to this country, I began to learn to pray morning and evening, although I did it
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not from the heart; for I did not know the nature of prayer at the time. In the year 1834 … I began to attend
Methodist Chapel. I praise God and I have to praise him if I be faithful to the end that I have joined Methodist
Society, for they are not careless about my soul. They do not only tell me that the heaven is happy place, but they
do teach me the ways to it.
May God Bless this Sect or body. May the work of God prosper in their Land. From the day I met in class, I
begin to seek the peace of God. That was from 15th June 1834. Bless be God!
On 25th December 1834, I obtained peace of God. From that blessed day I went among my friends, telling them
that the Lord is Good, inviting them to come and taste for themselves …
173.90 Travels In Africa And Non-African Parts Of The World\fn{by Mohammed Ali ben-Said aka Nicholas Said
(c.1831-after 1867)} Kouka, Bornu, Bornu State, Nigeria (M) 6\fn{Elsewhere he is said to have been born in a place called
Kouka, in Bornou, in 1836, and died in 1882. This information occurs in a book-length narrative entitled “The Autobiography of Nicholas
Said, printed by Shotwell & Co., Publishers, in Memphis in 1873. Of this work, the scholar Allan D. Austin in his article on the subject
(Contributions In Black Studies, vol. 12, art. 15, 1994) seems completely ignorant, saying “That Mohammed ali ben Said wasnot prevailed
upon to produce a full-length book is a serious loss to mid-19th century comparative history.” So we have here to do either with the version
reproduced here, which Austin regards as the only extant version, deploring its brevity with the phrase: “what we have must do”; or
Mohammed Ali ben-Said was persuaded to change his mind. This version is on the Internet under “Summary of The Autobiography of
Nicholas Said, A Native …”:H}
Reader, you must excuse me for the mistakes which this article will contain, as you will bear in mind that this
language in which I am now trying to write is not my mother tongue; on the other hand, I never had a teacher, nor
ever was at school for the purpose of acquiring the English. The only way I learned what little of the language I
know was through French books.
I was born in the kingdom of Bornoo,\fn{ Just west of Lake Chad, in what is now Northern Nigeria } in Soodan, in the
problematic central part of Africa, so imperfectly known to the civilized nations of Europe and America. Soodan
has several kingdoms, the country of the Fellatahs and Bornoo being the most powerful—the territorial extent of
the latter being some 810,000 square miles.
These nations are strict Muslims, having been converted some two or three centuries ago by the Bedouin Arabs
and those from Morocco, who, pushed by want of riches, came to Sudan to acquire them. Different languages are
found in each nation, some written and some not; but the Arabic is very much in use among the higher class of
people, as the Latin is used by the Catholic priests. Especially the Qur’an is written in Arabic, and in my country
no one is allowed to handle the Sacred Book unless he can read it and explain its contents.
Bornoo, my native country, is the most civilized part of Soodan, on account of the great commerce carried on
between it and the Barbary States of Fezzan, Tunis, and Tripoli. They export all kinds of European articles to
Central Africa, and take gold-dust, ivory, &c., in return.
Bornoo has had a romantic history for the last one hundred years. The whole of Soodan, more than two
thousand miles in extent, was once under the Maïs of Bornoo; but by dissensions and civil wars nearly all the
tributaries north of Lake Chad were lost. In 1809 a shepherd arose from the country of the Fellatahs and assumed
the title of Prophet. He said to the ignorant portion of his countrymen, that Allah had given him orders to make
war with the whole of Soodan, and had promised him victory.
They believed his story, and the legitimate king was dethroned and the false prophet, Otman Danfodio, was
proclaimed Emperor of the Fellatahs. The impostor went at once to work, and in less than two years conquered
almost the whole of Soodan, excepting Kanem, a tributary to my country. Bornoo, after a manly effort, was
compelled by force of arms to submit to the yoke of the Fellatahs.
In 1815 Bornoo arose from its humiliating position, to shake off the yoke of Danfodio. Mohammed el Anim el
Kanem, the Washington of Bornoo, was the man who undertook to liberate his country and restore her former
prestige. This immortal hero could collect from the villages of Bornoo but a few hundreds of horsemen; but in
Kanem he got eight hundred men, and accepted an engagement with the enemy. He gained the first victory, and
took such good advantage of his success, that in the space of two months he won forty battles, drove the enemy
entirely out of Bornoo, and captured a great many places belonging to the Fellatahs.
At the close of the war, El Kanemy found himself at the head of twenty-eight thousand horsemen, and the real
ruler of Bornoo. Like all great men, he refused the sceptre, and, going to the legitimate heir of the throne, Maïs
Barnoma, told him he was at his disposal. Barnoma, notwithstanding the noble actions of El Kanemy, was jealous
of his fame, and tried a plan to dispose of him, which he thought would be best, and of which the public would
not suspect him. Accordingly he wrote to the king of Begharmi, promising to pay the expenses of his troops, and
some extra compensation beside, if he would make as though he were really at war with Bornoo.
He agreed to the proposal, and crossed with his army the great river Shary, the natural frontier of the two
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kingdoms. El Kanemy was then in the city of Kooka, which he had built for himself. He heard finally of the war
between Bornoo and Begharmi, and, hastily calling out his ancient veterans, he reported to Engornoo, where the
king resided. The combined forces numbered some forty thousand men.
El Kanemy knew nothing of the infamous act of the king; but Allah, who protects the innocent and punishes
the guilty, was smiling over him. The armies pitched their camps opposite to each other; and the king of Begharmi
sent a messenger with a letter to Maïs Barnoma, informing him that the heaviest assault would be made upon the
left, and that, if he would give El Kanemy command there, the bravest of the assailants would surround and kill
him at once.
This letter the messenger carried to El Kanemy instead of the king, who, at once seeing the plot, immediately
answered the important document, signing the name of Barnoma, and loading the messenger with presents of all
descriptions for his master.
The next morning El Kanemy went to the king and told him that the heaviest assault would be made on the
right, and that he should not expose his precious life there. As Barnoma got no letter from the king of Begharmi,
he thought El Kanemy was right, and acted accordingly.
The battle finally began, and the Sycaries of Begharmi, attacking the left where they thought El Kanemy was,
surrounded Maïs Barnoma and killed him, supposing him El Kanemy. The battle, however, went on, and the king
of Begharmi found out before long that he had killed the wrong lion. His army, in spite of their usual courage,
were beaten, and obliged to recross the river Shary, at that place more than two miles wide, with a loss of half
their number. The victorious army of El Kanemy also crossed the river, and, pursuing the retreating forces,
captured Mesna, the capital of Begharmi, and drove the king into the country of Waday.
El Kanemy now found himself the absolute ruler of Bornoo, nor had that kingdom ever any greater ruler.
Under his reign the nation prospered finely. He encouraged commerce with Northern and Eastern Africa, and,
building a fleet of small vessels, sailed with a strong force against a tribe who inhabited the main islands of lake
Chad, and who used to commit depredations upon the neighboring sections of Bornoo, and chastised them
severely. These islanders are the finest type of the African race, possessing regular features, and large, expressive
eyes, though they are the darkest of all Africans. El Kanemy also subdued many of the surrounding tribes and
nations, until the population of Bornoo and its provinces amounted to nearly fifteen millions.
My father was the descendant of a very illustrious family. He was the first man who had a commission under
El Kanemy when he went to Kanem to recruit his forces. He was made a bagafuby, or captain of one hundred
cavalry, and was in every engagement which El Kanemy went through. The name by which my father was known
was Barca Gana.
My great-grandfather was from Molgoi. He established himself in Bornoo many years ago, and was greatly
favored by the monarchs of that country.
My mother was a Mandara woman, the daughter of a chief.
I was born in Kooka, a few years after the Waday war of 1831. We were in all nineteen children, twelve boys
and seven girls. I was the ninth child of my mother. All my brothers were well educated in Arabic and Turkish.
Two of them, Mustapha and Abderahman, were very rich, having acquired their wealth by trading in ivory and
gold-dust. Both had been to Mecca as pilgrims.
My father himself was rich, but when he was killed, our elder brother seized the greater part, and those who
were not eighteen years of age had to leave their share in their mother’s hands. Five cleared farms and a
considerable amount of gold fell to my share. I do not know how much the gold amounted to, but my mother used
to tell me, that, when I got to be twenty years of age, I would have as much as either of my elder brothers.
After my father’s death I was given to a teacher to be instructed in my native tongue, and also in Arabic. In the
space of three years I could read and write both languages. I was tried in my native tongue, and passed; but I
could not pass in Arabic, and my mother and uncle returned me to the teacher for eighteen months. I stayed the
required time, and then was tried and passed.
I was then old enough to be circumcised. Three hundred boys went through the ceremony at once, and were
then dressed in white clothes, and received according to custom a great many presents. Fifteen days we ate the
best that Kooka had, the king himself giving us the best he had in his palace. This generally happens only to the
sons of those who have distinguished themselves in the army, or, to explain myself better, to those of the military
aristocracy. At the end of this time all of us went home.
For my part, this was the first time I had slept in my father’s house for four years and seven months. I was very
much welcomed by my mother, sisters, and brothers, and was a pet for some time.
*
After returning from school to my father’s house, I judge about four or five years afterwards, I was invited, in
company with three of my brothers, by the eldest son of the governor of the province of Yaoori and Laree, who
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lived in the town of the latter name, to visit him. This part of the province is very charming. The forests are full of
delicious game, and the lake of fish and beautiful aquatic birds; while in the dry seasons the woods and
uncultivated plains are worthy to be called the garden of Eden. In my childhood I had quite a passion for hunting,
one of my father’s great passions also. In spite of the efforts of my elder brothers to check me in it, I would
persuade the other boys to follow me into the thick woods, to the danger of their lives and mine.
My worthy mother declared several times that I would be captured by the Kindils, a wandering tribe of the
desert. Her prophecy was fulfilled after all, unhappily for myself, and perhaps more so for those I had persuaded
with me. While on the visit just spoken of, one day—it was a Ramadan day, anniversary of the Prophet’s day—I
persuaded a great number of boys, and we went into the woods a great way from any village. We came across
nests of Guinea fowl, and gathered plenty of eggs, and killed several of the fowl. We made fire by rubbing two
pieces of dry stick together, and broiled the chickens and eggs. Then we proceeded farther, and came across a tree
called Agoua, bearing a delicious kind of fruit. We all went up the tree, eating fruit and making a great deal of
noise. We frolicked on that tree for many hours.
Presently several of the boys told me they heard the neighing of horses. We then all agreed not to make so
much noise, but we were just too late. In about a quarter of an hour we were startled by the cry,
“Kindil! Kindik!”
The boys who were nearest to the ground contrived to hide themselves in the thicket. It happened that I was
higher than anyone, and while coming down with haste, I missed my hold and fell, and lay senseless.
*
When I opened my eyes, I found myself on horseback behind a man, and tied to him with a rope. Out of forty
boys, eighteen of us were taken captive. I wished then that it was a dream rather than a reality, and the warnings
of my mother passed through my mind. Tears began to flow down my cheeks; I not only lamented for myself, but
for those also whom I persuaded into those wild woods. Meanwhile, our inhuman captors were laughing and
talking merrily, but I could not understand them.\fn{According to a later note, he was kidnapped in 1849}
About six hours’ ride, as I suppose, brought us to their camp. The tents were then immediately taken down, the
camels loaded, and we started again, travelling night, and day for three long days, until we came to a temporary
village where their chief was. After we got there we were all chained together, except four, who were taken pity
upon, on account of their age and birth. It was then night, and nearly all the camp was under the influence of
hashish, an intoxicating mixture made of hemp-seed and other ingredients, which when too much is eaten will
intoxicate worse than whiskey, or even spirits of wine. While the robbers were drunk, we boys were consulting
and plotting to run away. We succeeded in breaking the chains, and four of the oldest boys took their captors’
arms, cut their throats, jumped on their horses, and succeeded in making their escape.
When it was found out, they gave each of us fifteen strokes in the hollows of our feet, because we did not
inform them. A little while after our comrades’ escape we started on again. This time we had to go on foot for five
days, until we reached a town called Kashna, belonging to the Emperor of the Fellatahs, but situated in the
country of Houssa, where we were all dispersed to see each other no more. Fortunately, none of my brothers were
with me in the woods.
*
My lot was that of an Arab slave, for I was bought by a man named Abd-el-Kader, a merchant of Tripoli and
Fezzan. He was not an Arabian, however, but a brown-skinned man, and undoubtedly had African blood in his
veins. He had at this time a large load of ivory and other goods waiting for the caravan from Kano and Saccatoo.
This caravan soon came, and with it we started for Moorzook, capital of the pachalic of Fezzan. Although we
numbered about five hundred, all armed except slaves who could not be trusted.
A lion whom we met after starting, lying in our path, would not derange himself on our account, and we had to
attack him. Twelve men fired into him. Four men he killed, and wounded five or six, and then escaped. He was hit
somewhere, as they found blood where he lay, but it was not known where. When he roared, he scared all the
horses and camels composing the caravan. Abd-el-Kader was one of those who attacked the lion, but he was not
hurt.
Five days after we left Kashna, we came to the first oasis. Here the plains were all barren and sandy, but full of
gazelles, antetopes, and ostriches. The principal tree growing here was the date-palm, and the water was very bad,
tasting salty.
As the caravan travelled toward the east, the ground rose by degrees. If I am not mistaken, we passed five
oases before we came into the country of Tibboo, a mountainous region between Bornoo and Fezzan, the
inhabitants of which suffer considerably from the Kindils, though they are also robbers themselves. The capital of
Tibboo is Boolma, built on a high mountain. I was disappointed when I saw the city, for I had heard that it was
quite a large place. Laree, the smallest town in Bornoo, is a place of more importance. The people of Tibboo are
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of dark-brown complexion, and are noted in Soodan for their shrewdness.
The day that the caravan happened to be at Boolma, two parties were in a warlike attitude about a fair maid
whom each wished their chief to have for a wife. We did not stay long enough to see the issue of the fight, and
two days’ journey took us out of the kingdom of Tibboo.
As soon as the oasis of Tibboo was left, the country became very rocky—the rock being a kind of black
granite; and the Arabs had to make shoes for both their camels and slaves, for the rocks were very sharp, and if
this precaution had not been taken, in a few hours their feet would have been so cut that they could not have
proceeded farther. Some Arabs would rather lose four or five slaves than a single camel.
They rode very seldom. In a journey of ten or twelve weeks I saw Abd-el-Kader ride but once, and the majority
never rode at all.
In these rocky regions of the desert a great amount of salt is found also—what is called in our language kalboo,
and I believe, in English, carbonate of soda. Soodan is supplied by the Moors and Kindils with salt from the
desert. Sea-shells are also occasionally found in this region.
After we left Tibboo fire was never allowed, even in the oases, but I do not know for what reason.
The mountainous regions of the desert passed, we came to a more level country, but it was not long before we
saw other mountains ahead. As we passed over the last of them, we found them very dangerous from their
steepness, and a few camels were lost by falling into the ravines. After passing this dangerous place, a sign of
vegetation was seen, oases were more frequent, and at last forests of date-palm, the fruit of which forms the
principal food of both the inhabitants of Fezzan and their camels, became abundant.
*
El Kaheni is the first town or human habitation seen after leaving Tibboo. It is a small walled town, like all
other places in Fezzan. Here I first saw the curious way in which the Fezzaneers cultivate their land by irrigation.
Each farm has a large well, wide at the top and sloping toward the bottom, out of which water is drawn by
donkeys, and poured into a trough, from which it runs into small ditches. This process is renewed every few days
until the crop no longer needs watering.
The people of El Kaheni were very courteous. I had a long talk with a young man, who gave me a description
of the capital, Moorzook, but his story did not agree with that which Abd-el-Kader told me. I afterwards found
that the young man’s story was correct.
We left El Kaheni the next day, taking a large load of dates, superior to those of Soodan in size and sweetness.
After three days’ journey we could see in the distance a large flag,on a long pole, on the top of the English
Consulate, the largest house in the metropolis of Fezzan. We passed several villages of trifling importance, and at
about noon arrived within the walls of Moorzook.
There the caravan dissolved, and each man went to his own house.
*
I found Moorzook to be not larger than a quarter of my native town of Kooka; but the buildings were in
general better, every house being of stone, though of course very poorly built in comparison with European
dwellings. The city has four gates, one toward each cardinal point of the canpass. The northern is the one by
which the caravan entered; the eastern is a ruin; the southern, which is behind the pasha’s palace, has mounted by
it two guns of large calibre; while the western, and the best of all, is situated near the barracks, which are fine
buildings, larger even than the pasha’s palace. The pashalic of Fezzan is a tributary of the Ottanan Porte, and the
pasha, a Turk, is very much hated by the Bedouins.
After reaching Abd-el-Kader’s house, I found that he was a poor man. The reader can form some idea from his
living in the capital, and having but one wife, all his property consisting of a piece of land about two and a half
miles from the city, a few donkeys, ten camels, old and young, an Arab slave, and myself. While I was yet with
him he bought also a young Fellatah girl.
As soon as we arrived, he sent me with Hassan, his slave, to the farm, where I worked some fifteen days. I told
him then that I was not used to such work, and prayed him to sell me to some Turk or Egyptian. He asked me
what my father used to do, and I told him that he was a warrior and also traded in gold-dust and ivory. On hearing
my father’s name he opened his eyes wide, and asked me why I did not tell him that in Soodan. He had known my
father well, but had not seen him for fifteen rainy seasons.
From that day Abd-el-Kader was very kind to me, and said he had a great notion to take me back. He, however,
sold me after all to a young Turkish officer named Abdy Agra, an excellent young man, full of life and fun. This
officer was always with the pasha, and I believe was one of his aides. His wife was a Kanowry woman. He used
to bring home money every night and often gave me some. After he had dressed me up, I accompanied him to the
pasha’s every day. He spoke my language very correctly, only with an accent, like all strangers trying to speak
Kanowry, and he began to teach me Turkish. Strange to say, in Fezzan the Bornoo tongue is in great vogue, rich
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and poor speaking Kanowry.
I stayed with Abdy Agra more than three months; but one day he told me that he had to send me to his father in
Tripoli. So long as I had to be a slave, I hated to leave so excellent a man, but I had to go. Accordingly, when the
caravan was to start, he sent me in charge of Abd-el-Kader, the man from whom he had bought me.
Before leaving the city we went to a house that I had never seen before, and had our names registered in a
book by a very benevolent-looking man, who wore spectacles on his eyes, something I had never seen before, and
which made me afraid of him. As we passed out of the city gate we were counted one by one by an officer.
*
On our arrival at Tripoli, Abd-el-Kader took me to an old house in a street narrow and dirty beyond
description, where we passed the night. The next morning he went with me to my new master, Hadji Daoud, the
father of Abdy Agra.
When we found him he was sitting on a divan of velvet, smoking his narghile. He looked at that time to be
about forty-five years old, and was of very fine appearance, having a long beard, white as snow. Abd-el-Kader
seemed well acquainted with him, for they shook hands and drank coffee together.
After this we proceeded to the Turkish Bazaar, where I found that he was a merchant of tobacco, and had an
extensive shop, his own property. Hadji Daoud had three wives; the principal one was an Arabian, one was a
native of my country, and one—and, to do her justice, the best looking of them all—was a Houssa girl. He
believed in keeping a comfortable table, and we had mutton almost daily, and sometimes fowls. He had but one
son, and he was far away. He told me that he intended to treat me as a son, and every day I went to the shop with
him. He treated me always kindly, but madam was a cross and overbearing woman.
*
About this time my master started on his third pilgrimage to Mecca, leaving a friend in charge of his store, and
taking me with him. We went by sail from Tripoli to Alexandria, touching at Bengazi. From Alexandria we went
by cars to Ben Hadad, thence to Saida and Cairo, the capital of Egypt. From Cairo we travelled to Kartoom, at the
forks of the Nile, and thence to Gondar, the capital of Abyssinia, where we stayed only twenty-four hours, my
master being in continual fear of his life from the natives, who differed from him in belief, and then started for
Zela, a port on the Red Sea. From Zela we sailed to Muscat, and thence proceeded to Mecca.
I had not come of my own free will and for the express purpose of a pilgrimage, and therefore I was not
permitted to go with Daoud to the grave of the Prophet, and was obliged to content myself without the title of
hadji, which is one much respected among the Muslims.
We had returned as far as Alexandria on our way home, when my master was informed that his store and a
great deal of property, in fact, all his goods and money, had been destroyed by fire. This made the good man
almost crazy. He did not hesitate to tell me that he should have to sell me; but said that he would take care that I
should have a rich and good master, a promise which he kept.
*
The next day, with the present of a good suit of clothes, I was put on board a vessel bound for Smyrna and
Constantinople. I was to be landed at the former city. On this vessel was a young man of eighteen, one of the
crew, who spoke my own language. I have heard it only twice, I think, since that time.
At Smyrna I was sold to a Turkish officer, Yousouf Effendi, a very wealthy man, and brother-in-law to the
celebrated Reschid Pasha, the Minister of Foreign Affairs. He had a great many houses in Smyrna, as well as
Constantinople.
We sailed the next day for the latter city in a man-of-war steamer, the Abdul Medjid. My duty was that of a
tchidboudji, which consists in filling and cleaning the pipes and narghiles. This was all that I had to do, while I
was well dressed in cloths and silks, and had plenty of leisure time.
After a service of eighteen months with Yousouf Effendi, he gave me to his younger brother, Yousouf Kavass,
less wealthy than himself. This brother was, however, a very kind-hearted man, and treated his slaves, a Nubian, a
native of Sennar, and myself, very kindly.
*
While in this service I became known to Prince Mentchikoff, the Envoy Extraordinary of Russia at
Constantinople, and was finally sold to him by my master. At the declaration of the Crimean war, after sending his
things on board the Russian steamer Vladimir, the Prince started with despatches for his august master, via Corfu,
Athens, Lara, Trieste, Vienna, Cracow, and Warsaw, to St. Petersburg. I accompanied him on the journey, and, as
the despatches were of the utmost importance, we travelled with the greatest speed.
The house of my master, to which we went, in St. Petersburg, was situated on the Nevskoi Prospekt, the
Broadway of the city, and was built of granite, in the Doric style, and very spacious. His family consisted of his
wife, one son, and three daughters, while his servants numbered about thirty. The Prince, however, was not so
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immensely rich as some Russian aristocrats of his standing. Shortly after his arrival at St. Petersburg, Prince
Mentchikoff was assigned to command in the army of the Crimea, and he hastened there, leaving me in St.
Petersburg.
*
After his departure, not being satisfied with the way in which the head servant treated me, I engaged service
with Prince Nicholas Troubetzkoy. This family, better known as Le Grand Troubetzkoy, are descendants of the
Grand Duke of Lithuania. The Prince’s father was noted for skill and bravery in the war of 1828. The
Troubetzkoys claim relationship with the Emperor of France, the Duc de Morny, the half-brother of the Emperor,
having married the daughter of Prince Serges Troubetzkoy.
Prince Nicholas was the youngest of five sons, and lived with his brother André, not far from the Italian
Theatre, both of them being single.
While in this service, I was baptized in St. Petersburg, November 12, 1855, into the Greek Church, my name
being changed from Mohammed-Ali-Ben-Said to Nicholas Said. Prince Nicholas was my godfather. I shall
always feel grateful, so long as I live, for Prince Nicholas’s kindness to me; but I cannot help thinking that the
way I was baptized was not right, for I think that I ought to have known perfectly well the nature of the thing
beforehand. Still, it was a good intention the Prince had toward my moral welfare. After I was baptized he was
very kind to me, and he bought me a solid gold cross to wear on my breast, after the Russian fashion. I was the
Prince’s personal servant, going always in the carriage with him.
As the Czar Nicholas was godfather to the Prince, he had free access to the palace. Though he had several
chances to become minister at some European court, he always refused, preferring to live a life of inaction. His
health, however, was not very good, and he was very nervous. I have seen him faint scores of time in Russia; but
when he left Russia, his health began to improve very much.
Everybody acquainted with Russia knows that Czar Nicholas used to make all the aristocracy tremble at his
feet. No nobleman, to whatever rank he might belong, could leave the country without his consent, and paying a
certain sum of money for the privilege. This measure of the Czar was not very well liked by the nobility, but his
will was law, and had to be executed without grumbling.
Prince Troubetzkoy had several times made application for permission to travel, but without success, so long
as Czar Nicholas lived; for he hated liberal ideas, and feared some of his subjects might, in the course of time,
introduce those ideas from foreign countries into Russia.
The Prince passed the summer season outside of the city, a distance of about twenty-five versts, at a splendid
residence of his own, a marble house about the size of the Fifth Avenue Hotel of New York City. Adjoining it was
a small theatre, or glass house, containing tropical fruits, and a menagerie, where I first saw a llama, and the
interior of the palace was lined with pictures and statues. It was a magnificent building, but was getting to be quite
old, and the Prince used to talk of repairing it, though he remarked it would cost many thousand roubles. This
estate contained many thousand acres, and four good-sized villages, and was about eight miles square. I had here
some of the happiest days of my life.
About this time I went with the Prince to Georgia—his brother-in-law, a general in that department, having
been wounded by the Circassians under Schamyl. We reached Tiflis, the capital of Georgia, in January, and
remained there until after the capture of Kars by the English and Turks. While in the Caucasus, the Prince visited
some of the neighboring parts of Persia, including Teheran and some smaller towns, and [we] returned to Russia
by way of Novgorod.
*
After the death of Czar Nicholas, Alexander, his successor, gave the Prince permission to travel where he
chose, without limit of time, and on the 24 th of February he started, going first to Warsaw, and thence, via Cracow,
to Vienna. Here I remained for two months, in charge of his effects, while he visited a sister in Pest, in Hungary.
On his return we went to Prague, and thence to Dresden.
At this place, I was greatly bothered by the children. They said that they had never seen a black man before.
But the thing which most attracted them was my Turkish dress, which I wore all the time in Europe. Every day,
for the three weeks we remained in Dresden, whenever I went to take my walk I was surrounded by them to the
number of several hundred. To keep myself from them, I used to ride in a carriage or on horseback, but this was
too expensive. I thought the way I could do best was to be friendly with them. So I used to sit in the garden and
speak with them—that is, those who could understand French. They took a great liking to me, for I used
sometimes to buy them fruits, candies, and other things, spending in this way a large amount.
Prince Troubetzkoy had a brother, Prince Vladimir, living in Dresden, a very handsome and a very excellent
man, but suffering from consumption. He treated me very kindly, and when we left gave me several very
interesting books, both religious and secular.
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From Dresden we went to Munich, thence to Baden-Baden, Wiesbaden, Coblenz, Cologne, Aix-la-Chapelle,
Brussels, and Ostende; then, returning to Brussels, visited the field of Waterloo, and proceeded to Switzerland,
passing through Berne, Interlachen, over the Jura and St. Gothard’s, to Zurich.
From Zurich we went to Como in Lombardy, where the Prince’s eldest brother, Alexander, had a villa on the
borders of the lake. After a short stay here, we went on to Verona, and then to Milan, where I was left while the
Prince made a short visit to Venice.
Here, while left alone, I did not behave as well as I might have done, sometimes drinking too much, and
spending my money foolishly, Here also I saw, for the first time since leaving Africa, a countryman. He was
named Mirza, and was born about thirty-five miles from Kooka, my native place. He was considerably older than
I, and had been away from Africa some fifteen years. He was waiting on a Venetian Marquis whose name I have
forgotten.
After a stay of four weeks in Milan, we started, via Genoa, Leghorn, and Pisa, for Florence. Here I attended
my master at two levées—one at the palace of the Grand Duke of Tuscany, where I believe I had a better time than
the Prince, and the other at Prince Demidoff’s. This latter gentleman is a very wealthy Russian, and is very widely
known. He is not a nobleman in Russia, however, but has his title from the Grand Duke. He is well known for the
disagreeable propensity he has for beating his servants. While he was in Vienna he was worsted in an attempt to
chastise a Hungarian footman, but he would not quit the practice, and has paid several fines imposed by law in
consequence.
Our next stopping-place was Rome, where the Prince remained for the winter, making meanwhile a short visit
to Naples, and leaving in the spring for Paris. We were in Paris when the Prince Imperial was born, and stayed
until his christening, which was a very important day there. I remember well the wonder of a young Russian
servant-girl, that France should have still so many soldiers as appeared in the procession—a fraction only, of
course, of her army—after losing so many in the Crimea. The Prince always took a great pride in dress, both for
himself and his servants, and particularly here. I was always dressed in Turkish costume, embroidered with gold,
and never costing less than two or three hundred dollars.
After a three months’ stay in Paris we went to London, where the Prince took rooms at a first-class boardinghouse; but he was invited almost all the time to different country seats, where I had very gay times, for the
English servants live better than any in Europe.
At the conclusion of his English visit, the Prince returned to Baden-Baden, this time renting a house. While
there Napoleon III passed through the place on his way to meet the Czar Alexander; and Prince Troubetzkoy was
summoned to Frankfort-on-the-Main to attend on the latter. Here I was one day told by the Prince to dress myself
in my best, and go to the Russian Ambassador’s to wait on the Emperor at dinner. There were present beside the
two Emperors, the King of Wurtemberg, the Grand Dukes of Baden, Hesse Darmstadt, and Nassau, the Ministers
of France and Belgium, the Burgomaster of Frankfort, Messrs. Rothschild, and many others. A splendid dinner
was served at six o’clock, the usual Russian dinner-hour, and was followed by a ball, which continued until two in
the morning. A day previous to the monarch’s departure Prince Gortchakoff handed my master thirty thalers as a
present for me.
About this time I began to think of the condition of A,frica, my native country, how European encroachments
might be stopped, and her nationalities united. I thought how powerful the United States had become since 1776,
and I wondered if I were capable of persuading the kings of Soodan to send several hundred boys to learn the arts
and sciences existing in civilized countries. I thought that I would willingly sacrifice my life, if need be, in
realizing my dreams. I cried many times at the ignorance of my people, exposed to foreign ambition, who,
however good warriors they might be, could not contend against superior weapons and tactics in the field. I
prayed earnestly to be enabled to do some good to my race.
The Prince could not but see that I was very sober, but I never told him my thoughts.
We stayed at Baden-Baden all summer and part of the fall, and then left for Paris. The Prince made this journey
to visit his niece, who had just been married to the Duc de Morny, formerly the French Ambassador to Russia. She
was a most beautiful person, only seventeen years of age. I was taken to see her, and kiss her hand, according to
custom. She at first hesitated to give me her hand, undoubtedly being afraid. I had never seen her in Russia, as she
was at the Imperial University, studying.
After two weeks we again left Paris for Rome, via Switzerland, again passed the summer at Baden-Baden,
again visited Paris, and various other points, until the year 1859 found the Prince again in London.
*
My desire to return to my native country had now become so strong, that I here told the Prince I must go home
to my people. He tried to persuade me to the contrary, but I was inflexible in my determination. After he found
that I was not to be persuaded, he got up with tears in his eyes, and said:
93

“Said, I wish you good luck; you have served me honestly and faithfully, and if ever misfortune happens to
you, remember I shall always be, as I always have been, interested in you.”
I, with many tears, replied that I was exceedingly thankful for all he had bestowed on me and done in my
behalf, and that I should pray for him while I lived. I felt truly sorry to leave this most excellent Prince. As I was
leaving, he gave me as a present two fifty-pound bills. It was many days before I overcame my regret. Often I
could hardly eat for grief.
I now went to board at the Strangers’ Home, at the West India Dock, five miles from where the Prince stopped.
Here I waited for a steamer for Africa. Hardly had I been there two weeks, when a gentleman from Holland
proposed to me a situation to travel with him in the United States and West India Islands. I had read much about
these countries, and my desire to see them caused me to consent, and we left Liverpool soon after New Year’s.
With this gentleman I went via Boston and New York to New Providence, Long Keys, Inagua, Kingston, Les
Gonaives, St. Marc, Demerara, Martinique, Guadeloupe, and then back to New Providence, and from there by
steamer to New York. We remained in New York two months, and then visited Niagara, Hamilton, Toronto,
Kingston, Montreal, Quebec, and Ottawa, until, finally, at a small village called Elmer, my employer’s funds gave
out, and I lent him five hundred dollars of my own money Of this five hundred I received back only three hundred
and eighty, and this failure compelled me to remain in this country and earn my living by work to which I was
unaccustomed.\fn{At this point the written narrative ends, at some date in 1861; went to Detroit to teach in a segregated school for
black students; and in 1863 enlisted in a black regiment of the Union Army, from which he was honorably mustered out in 1865. At this
time he marries, and disappears from history}

172.119 The Narrative Of Samuel Ajayi Crowther\fn{by Samuel Ajayi Crowther (1806-1891)} Osogun, Ibarapa
District, Oyo, Nigeria (M) 5
As I think it will be interesting to you\fn{ Rev. William Jowett, Secretary of the Church Missionary Society } to know
something of the conduct of Providence in my being brought to this Colony,\fn{ Sierra Leone} where I have the
happiness to enjoy the privilege of the Gospel, I give you a short account of it; hoping I may be excused if I
should prove rather tedious in some particulars.
I suppose some time about the commencement of the year 1821, I was in my native country, enjoying the
comforts of father and mother, and the affectionate love of brothers and sisters. From this period I must date the
unhappy, but which I am now taught, in other respects, to call blessed day, which I shall never forget in my life. I
call it unhappy day, because it was the day in which I was violently turned out of my father’s house, and separated
from relations; and in which I was made to experience what is called to be in slavery—with regard to its being
called blessed, it being the day which Providence had marked out for me to set out on my journey from the land of
heathenism, superstition, and vice, to a place where His Gospel is preached.
For some years, war had been carried on in my Oyo Country, which was always attended with much
devastation and bloodshed; the women, such men as had surrendered or were caught, with the children, were
taken captives. The enemies who carried on these wars were principally the Oyo Muslims, with whom my country
abounds—with the Fulbe, and such foreign slaves as had escaped from their owners, joined together, making a
formidable force of about 20,000, who annoyed the whole country.They had no other employment but selling
slaves to the Spaniards and Portuguese on the coast.
The morning in which my town, Osogun, shared the same fate which many others had experienced, was fair
and delightful; and most of the inhabitants were engaged in their respective occupations. We were preparing
breakfast without any apprehension; when, about 9 o’clock A.M., a rumour was spread in the town, that the
enemies had approached with intentions of hostility. It was not long after when they had almost surrounded the
town, to prevent any escape of the inhabitants; the town being rudely fortified with a wooden fence, about four
miles in circumference, containing about 12,000 inhabitants, which would produce 3,000 fighting men. The
inhabitants not being duly prepared, some not being at home; those who were, having about six gates to defend, as
well as many weak places about the fence to guard against, and, to say in a few words, the men being surprised,
and therefore confounded—the enemies entered the town after about three or four hours’ resistance.
Here a most sorrowful scene imaginable was to be witnessed!—women, some with three, four, or six children
clinging to their arms, with the infants on their backs, and such baggage as they could carry on their heads,
running as fast as they could through prickly shrubs, which, hooking their blies and other loads, drew them down
from the heads of the bearers. While they found it impossible to go along with their loads, they endeavoured only
to save themselves and their children: even this was impracticable with those who had many children to care for.
While they were endeavouring to disentangle themselves from the ropy shrubs, they were overtaken and
caught by the enemies with a noose of rope thrown over the neck of every individual, to be led in the manner of
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goats tied together, under the drove of one man. In many cases a family was violently divided between three or
four enemies, who each led his away, to see one another no more.
Your humble servant was thus caught—with his mother, two sisters (one an infant about ten months old), and a
cousin—while endeavouring to escape in the manner above described. My load consisted in nothing else than my
bow, and five arrows in the quiver; the bow I had lost in the shrub, while I was extricating myself, before I could
think of making any use of it against my enemies.
The last view I had of my father was when he came from the fight, to give us the signal to flee: he entered into
our house, which was burnt some time back for some offence.given by my father’s adopted son. Hence I never
saw him more. Here I must take thy leave, unhappy, comfortless father!—I learned, some time afterward, that he
was killed in another battle.
Our conquerors were Oyo Muslims, who led us away through the town. On our way, we met a man sadly
wounded on the head, struggling between life and death. Before we got half way through the town, some Fulbe,
among the enemies themselves, hostilely separated my cousin from our number. Here also I must take thy leave,
my fellow captive cousin! His mother was living in another village. T'he town on fire—the houses being built
with mud, some about twelve feet from the ground with high roofs, in square forms, of different dimensions and
spacious areas: several of these belonged to one man, adjoined to, with passages communicating with each
other.so The flame was very high. We were led by my grandfather’s house, already desolate; and in a few minutes
after, we left the town to the mercy of the flame, never to enter or see it any more.
Farewell, place of my birth, the playground of my childhood, and the place which I thought would be the
repository of my mortal body in its old age!
We were now out of Osogun, going into a town called Iseyin, the rendezvous of the enemies, about twenty
miles from our town. On the way, we saw our grandmother at a distance, with about three or four of my other
cousins taken with her, for a few minutes: she was missed through the crowd, to see her no more. Several other
captives were held in the same manner as we were: grandmothers, mothers, children, and cousins, were all led
captives.
O sorrowful prospect! The aged women were to be greatly pitied, not being able to walk so fast as their
children and grandchildren: they were often threatened with being put to death upon the spot, to get rid of them, if
they would not go as fast as others; and they were often as wicked in their practice as in their words.
O pitiful sight! Whose heart would not bleed to have seen this? Yes, such is the state of barbarity in the heathen
land. Evening came on; and coming to a spring of water, we drank a great quantity; which served us for breakfast,
with a little parched com and dried meal previously prepared by our victors for themselves.
During our march to Iseyin, we passed several towns and villages which had been reduced to ashes. It was
almost midnight before we reached the town, where we passed our doleful first night in bondage. It was not
perhaps a mile from the wall of Iseyin when an old woman of about sixty was threatened in the manner above:
described! What had become of her I could not learn.
On the next morning, our cords being taken off our necks, we were: brought to the Chief of our captors—for
there were many other Chiefs—as trophies at his feet. In a little while, a separation took place, when my sister and
I fell to the share of the Chief, and my mother and the infant to the victors. We dared not vent our grief by loud
cries, but by very heavy sobs. My mother, with the infant, was led away, comforted with the promise that she
should see us again. when we should leave Iseyin for DadaJ, the town of the Chief.
In a few hours after, it was soon agreed upon that I should be bartered for a horse in Iseyin, that very day. Thus
was I separated from my mother and sister for the first time in my life; and the latter not to be seen more in this
world. Thus, in the space of twenty-four hours, being deprived of liberty and all other comforts, I was made the
property of three different persons.
*
About the space of two months, when the Chief was to leave Iseyin for his own town, the horse, which was
then only taken on trial, not being approved of, I was restored to the Chief, who took me to Dada, where I had the
happiness to meet my mother and infant sister again with joy, which could be described by nothing else but tears
of love and affection; and on the part of my infant sister, with leaps of joy in every manner possible.
Here I lived for about three months, going for grass for horses with my fellow captives. I now and then visited
my mother and sister in our captor’s house, without any fears or thoughts of being separated any more. My
mother told me that she had heard of my sister; but I never saw her more.
At last, an unhappy evening arrived, when I was sent with a man to get some money at a neighbouring house. I
went; but with some fears, for which I could not account; and, to my great astonishment, in a few minutes I was
added to the number of many other captives, enfettered, to be led to the market-town early the next morning.
My sleep went from me; I spent almost the whole night in thinking of my doleful situation, with tears and sobs,
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especially as my mother was in the same town, whom I had not visited for a day or two. There was another boy in
the same situation with me: his mother was in Dada. Being sleepless, I heard the first cock-crow. Scarcely the
signal was given, when the traders arose, and loaded the men slaves with baggage.
With one hand chained to the neck, we left the town. My little companion in affliction cried and begged much
to be permitted to see his mother, but was soon silenced by punishment. Seeing this, I dared not speak, although I
thought we passed by the very house my mother was in. Thus was I separated from my mother and sister, my then
only comforts, to meet no more in this world of misery.
After a few days’ travel, we came to the market-town, Ijaye. Here I saw many who had escaped in our town to
this place; or those who were in search of their relations, to set at liberty as many as they had the means of
redeeming. Here we were under very close inspection, as there were many persons in searchof their relations; and
through that, many had escaped from their owners.
In a few days I was sold to a Muslim woman, wth whom I traveled to many towns in our way to the Popo
counry, on the coast, much resorted to by the Portuguese, to buy slaves. When we left Ijaye, after many halts, we
came to a town called Itoko. From Ijaye to Itoko all spoke the Egba dialect, but my mistress Oyo, my own dialect.
Here I was a perfect stranger, having left the Oyo country far behind.
I lived in Itoko about three months; walked about with my owner’s son with some degree of freedom, it being
a place where my feet had never trod: and could I possibly have made my way out through many a ruinous town
and village we had passed, I should have soon become a prey to some others, who would have gladly taken the
advantage of me. Besides, I could not think of going a mile out of the town alone at night, as there were many
enormous devil-houses\fn{Sacred shrines and groves of the polytheists } along the highway; and a woman had been lately
publicly executed, being accused of bewitching her husband, who had died of a long tedious sickness. Five or six
heads, of such persons as were never wanting to be nailed on the large trees in the market-places, to terrify others.
Now and then my mistress would speak with me and her son, that we should by-and-bye go to the Popo
country, where we should buy tobacco, and other fine things, to sell at our return. Now, thought I, this was the
signal of my being sold to the Portuguese; who, they often told me during our journey, were to be seen in that
country. Being very thoughtful of this, my appetite forsook me, and in a few weeks I got the dysentery, which
greatly preyed on me.
I determined with myself that I would not go to the Popo country; but would make an end of myself, one way
or another. In several nights I attempted strangling myself with my band; but had not courage enough to close the
noose tight, so as to effect my purpose. May the Lord forgive me this sin!
I determined, next, that I would leap out of the canoe into the river, when we should cross it in our way to that
country. Thus was I thinking, when my owner, perceiving the great alteration which took place in me, sold me to
some persons. Thus the Lord, while I knew Him not, led me not into temptation and delivered me from evil.
*
After my price had been counted before my own eyes, I was delivered up to my new owners, with great grief
and dejection of spirit, not knowing where I was now to be led. About the first cock-crowing, which was the usual
time to set out with the slaves, to prevent their being much acquainted with the way, for fear an escape should be
made, we set out for Ijebu, the third dialect from mine.
After having arrived at Ikereku-iwere, another town, we halted. In this place I renewed my attempt of
strangling, several times at night; but could not effect my purpose. It was very singular, that no thought of making
use of a knife ever entered my mind. However, it was not long before I was bartered, for tobacco, rum, and other
articles. I remained here, in fetters, alone, for some time, before my owner could get as many slaves as he wanted.
He feigned to treat us more civilly, by allowing us to sip a few drops of White Man’s liquor, rum; which was so
estimable an article, that none but Chiefs could pay for a jar or glass vessel of four or five gallons: so much
dreaded it was, that no one should take breath before he swallowed every sip, for fear of having the string of his
throat cut by the spirit of the liquor. This made it so much more valuable.
I had to remain alone, again, in another town in Ijebu, the name of which I do not now remember, for about
two months. From hence I was brought, after a few days’ walk, to a slave-market, called Ikosi, on the coast, on the
bank of a large river, which very probably was the Lagos on which we were afterwards captured. The sight of the
river terrified me exceedingly, for I had never seen any thing like it in my life. The people on the opposite bank
are called E’-ko.
Before sunset, being bartered again for tobacco, I became another owner’s. Nothing now terrified me more
than the river, and the thought of going into another world. Crying was nothing now, to vent out my sorrow: my
whole body became stiff. I was now bade to enter the river, to ford it to the canoe. Being fearful at my entering
this extensive water, and being so cautious in every step I took, as if the next would bring me to the bottom, my
motion was very awkward indeed.
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Night coming on, and the men having very little time to spare, soon carried me into the canoe, and placed me
among the corn-bags, and supplied me with an abala\fn{A Yoruba rice pudding} for my dinner. Almost in the same
position I was placed I remained, with my abala in my hand quite confused in my thoughts, waiting only every
moment our arrival at the new world; which we did not reach till about 4 o’clock in the morning. Here I got once
more into another dialect, the fourth from mine; if I may not call it altogether another language, on account of
now and then, in some words, there being a faint shadow of my own.
Here I must remark that during the whole night’s voyage in the canoe, not a single thought of leaping into the
river had entered my mind; but, on the contrary, the fear of the river occupied my thoughts.
*
Having now entered Lagos, I was permitted to go any way I pleased; there being no way of escape, on account
of the river. In this place I met my two nephews, belonging to different masters. One part of the town was
occupied by the Portuguese and Spaniards, who had come to buy slaves. Although I was in Lagos more than three
months, I never once saw a White Man; until one evening, when they took a walk, in company of about six, and
came to the street of the house in which I was living. Even then I had not the boldness to appear distinctly to look
at them, being always suspicious that they had come for me: and my suspicion was not a fanciful one; for, in a
few days after, I was made the eighth in number of the slaves of the Portuguese.
Being a veteran in slavery, if I may be allowed the expression, and having no more hope of ever going to my
country again, I patiently took whatever came; although it was not without a great fear and trembling that I
received, for the first time, the touch of a White Man, who examined me whether I was sound or not. Men and
boys were at first chained together, with a chain of about six fathoms in length, thrust through an iron fetter on the
neck of every individual, and fastened at both ends with padlocks. In this situation the boys suffered the most: the
men sometimes, getting angry, would draw the chain so violently, as seldom went without bruises on their poor
little necks; especially the time to sleep, when they drew the chain so close to ease themselves of its weight, in
order to be able to lie more conveniently, that we were almost suffocated, or bruised to death, in a room with one
door, which was fastened as soon as we entered in, with no other passage for communicating the air than the
openings under the eaves-drop. Very often at night, when two or three individuals quarrelled or fought, the whole
drove suffered punishment, without any distinction.
At last, we boys had the happiness to be separated from the men, when their number was increased, and no
more chain to spare: we were corded together, by ourselves. Thus we were going in and out, bathing together, and
so on. The female sex fared not much better. Thus we were for nearly the space of four months.
*
About this time, intelligence was given that the English were cruising the coast.\fn{ By this time, the British antislave trade squadron had been reinforced to a normal strength of six ships; and between February 21 and April 9, 1832, they captured nine
slavers, five of them on the same day. In June, the fleet Commodore Sir Robert Mends wrote to the Admiralty: “Within a very short period,
the ships of war on this coast having boarded forty-five vessels engaged in the slave trade of which sixteen were captured having on board
2,482 slaves.”} This was another subject of sorrow with us—that there must be war also on the sea as well as on

land—a thing never heard of before, or imagined practicable. This delayed our embarkation.
In the meanwhile, the other slaves which were collected in Foro, and were intended to be conveyed into the
vessel the nearest way from that place, were brought into Lagos, among us. Among this number was Joseph
Bartholomew, my Brother in the service of the Church Missionary Society.
After a few weeks’ delay, we were embarked, at night in canoes, from Lagos to the beach; and on the following
morning were put on board the vessel,\fn{ The Esperanza Felix, 142 tons, mounting four guns with a crew of 24 men, 112 days
out of Bahia, Brazil, commanded by Joaquim de Britto Lima and owned by Manuel Jose Freire of Bahia } which immediately sailed
away. The crew being busy embarking us, 187 in number, had no time to give us either breakfast or supper; and
we, being unaccustomed to the motion of the vessel, employed the whole of this day in sea-sickness, which
rendered the greater part of us less fit to take any food whatever.
On the very same evening, we were surprised by two English men-of-war;\fn{ The slaver was captured while still at
anchor} and on the next morning found ourselves in the hands of new conquerors, whom we at first very much
dreaded, they being armed with long swords. In the morning, being called up from the hold, we were astonished
to find ourselves among two very large men-of-war and several other brigs. The men-of-war were, His Majesty’s
ships Myrmidon, Captain H. J. Leeke, and Iphigenia, Captain Sir Robert Mends, who captured us on the 7 th of
April 1822, on the river Lagos. Our owner was bound with his sailors; except the cook, who was preparing our
breakfast.
Hunger rendered us bold; and not being threatened at first attempts to get some fruits from the stern, we in a
short time took the liberty of ranging about the vessel, in search of plunder of every kind. Now we began to
entertain a good opinion of our conquerors. Very soon after breakfast, we were divided into several of the vessels
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around us. This was now cause of new fears, not knowing where our misery would end. Being now, as it were,
one family, we began to take leave of those who were first trans-shipped, not knowing what would become of
them and ourselves.
About this time, six of us, friends in affiiction, among whom was my Brother Joseph Bartholomew, kept very
close together, that we might be carried away at the same time. It was not long before we six were conveyed into
the Myrmidon, in which we discovered not any trace of those who were transshipped before us. We soon came to
a conclusion of what had become of them, when we saw parts of a hog hanging, the skin of which was white—a
thing we never saw before; for a hog was always roasted on fire, to clear it of the hair, in my country; and a
number of cannonshots were arranged along the deck. The former we supposed to be the flesh, and the latter the
heads of the individuals who had been killed for meat.
But we were soon undeceived, by a close examination of the flesh with cloven foot, which resembled that of a
hog; and, by a cautious approach to the shot, that they were iron.
In a few days we were quite at home in the man-of-war: being only six in number, we were selected by the
sailors, for their boys; and were soon furnished with clothes. Our Portuguese owner and his son were brought over
into the same vessel, bound in fetters; and, thinking that I should no more get into his hand, I had the boldness to
strike him on the head, while he was shaving by his son—an act, however, very wicked and unkind in its nature.
His vessel was towed along by the man-of-war, with the remainder of the slaves therein. But after a few weeks,
the slaves being trans-shipped from her, and being stripped of her rigging, the schooner was left alone on the
ocean—“Destroyed at sea by captors, being found unseaworthy, in consequence of being a dull sailer.”
One of the brigs, which contained a part of the slaves, was wrecked on a sandbank: happily, another vessel was
near, and all the lives were saved. It was not long before another brig sunk, during a tempest, with all the slaves
and sailors, with the exception of about five of the latter, who were found in a boat after four or five days, reduced
almost to mere skeletons, and were so feeble, that they could not stand on their feet. One hundred and two of our
number were lost on this occasion.
After nearly two months and a half cruising on the coast, we were landed at Sierra Leone, on the 17 th of June
1822. The same day we were sent to Bathurst, formerly Leopold, under the care of Mr. [Thomas] Davey.\fn{ I.e., to
the same town to which ali Eisami had been assigned four years previous } Here we had the pleasure of meeting many of our
country people, but none were known before. They assured us of our liberty and freedom; and we very soon
believed them. But a few days after our arrival at Bathurst, we had the mortification of being sent for at Freetown,
to testify against our Portuguese owner.
It being hinted to us that we should be delivered up to him again,\fn{ In the event that the Court of Mixed Commission
did not condemn the speranza Felix and confiscate her cargo } notwithstanding all the persuasion of Mr. Davey that we
should return, we entirely refused to go ourselves, unless we were carried. I could not but think of my ill-conduct
to our owner in the man-of-war. But as time was passing away, and our consent could not be got, we were
compelled to go by being whipped; and it was not a small joy to us to return to Bathurst again, in the evening, to
our friends.
*
From this period I have been under the care of the Church Missionary Society; and in about six months after
my arrival at Sierra Leone, I was able to read the New Testament with some degree of freedom; and was made a
Monitor, for which I was rewarded with sevenpence-halfpenny per month. The Lord was pleased to open my heart
to hearken to those things which were spoken by His servants; and being convinced that I was a sinner, and
desired to obtain pardon through Jesus Christ, I was baptized on the 11 th of December, 1825, by the Rev. J. Raban.
I had the short privilege of visiting your happy and favoured land in the year 1826.
It was my desire to remain for a good while, to be qualified as a Teacher to my fellow-creatures; but
Providence ordered it so, that, at my return, I had the wished-for instruction under the tuition of the Rev. C. L. F.
Haensel, who landed in Sierra Leone in 1827; through whose instrumentality I have been qualified so far, as to be
able to render some help, in the service of the Church Missionary Society, to my fellow-creatures. May I ever
have a fresh desire to be engaged in the service of Christ, for it is perfect freedom!
Thus much I think necessary to acquaint you of the kindness of Providence concerning me. Thus the day of my
captivity was to me a blessed day, when considered in this respect; though certainly it must be unhappy also, in
my being deprived on it of my father, mother, sisters, and all other relations. I must also remark, that I could not
as yet find a dozen Osogun people among the inhabitants of Sierra Leone.
I was married to a Christian woman\fn{ Susan Asano Thompson} on the 21st of September 1829. She was captured
by His Majesty’s Ship Bann, Capt. Charles Phillips, on the 31st October 1822. Since, the Lord has blessed us with
three children—a son, and two daughters.\fn{ (1) Samuel Crowther, Jr., who had some medical raining in England and for a time
operated a dispensary in Abeokuta, later on becoming an architect and draftsman of some note; (2) Abigail Crowther,later the mother of
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Herbert Macaulay, a prominent Nigerian politician of the early 20 th century; and (3) Susan Crowther, who married Rev. G. C. Nicol, for a
time the government chaplain at Bathurst in The Gambia. His first wife having died in 1880, Crowther married again, and fathered three
more children: (4) Josiah, who became a businessman; Julianah who became the wife of another businessman; and Dandeson, who became
an archdeacon in the Niger Delta Pastorate}

That the time may come when the heathen shall be fully given to Christ for His inheritance, and the uttermost
part of the earth for His possession, is the earnest prayer of your humble, thankful, and obedient Servant, Samuel
Crowther.
173.90 Travels In Africa And Non-African Parts Of The World\fn{by Mohammed Ali ben-Said (c.1831-after 1867)}
Notheastern Nigeria (M) 6
Reader, you must excuse me for the mistakes which this article will contain, as you will bear in mind that this
language in which I am now trying to write is not my mother tongue; on the other hand, I never had a teacher, nor
ever was at school for the purpose of acquiring the English. The only way I learned what little of the language I
know was through French books.
I was born in the kingdom of Bornoo,\fn{ Just west of Lake Chad, in what is now Northern Nigeria } in Soodan, in the
problematic central part of Africa, so imperfectly known to the civilized nations of Europe and America. Soodan
has several kingdoms, the country of the Fellatahs and Bornoo being the most powerful—the territorial extent of
the latter being some 810,000 square miles.
These nations are strict Muslims, having been converted some two or three centuries ago by the Bedouin Arabs
and those from Morocco, who, pushed by want of riches, came to Sudan to acquire them. Different languages are
found in each nation, some written and some not; but the Arabic is very much in use among the higher class of
people, as the Latin is used by the Catholic priests. Especially the Qur’an is written in Arabic, and in my country
no one is allowed to handle the Sacred Book unless he can read it and explain its contents.
Bornoo, my native country, is the most civilized part of Soodan, on account of the great commerce carried on
between it and the Barbary States of Fezzan, Tunis, and Tripoli. They export all kinds of European articles to
Central Africa, and take gold-dust, ivory, &c., in return.
Bornoo has had a romantic history for the last one hundred years. The whole of Soodan, more than two
thousand miles in extent, was once under the Maïs of Bornoo; but by dissensions and civil wars nearly all the
tributaries north of Lake Chad were lost. In 1809 a shepherd arose from the country of the Fellatahs and assumed
the title of Prophet. He said to the ignorant portion of his countrymen, that Allah had given him orders to make
war with the whole of Soodan, and had promised him victory.
They believed his story, and the legitimate king was dethroned and the false prophet, Otman Danfodio, was
proclaimed Emperor of the Fellatahs. The impostor went at once to work, and in less than two years conquered
almost the whole of Soodan, excepting Kanem, a tributary to my country. Bornoo, after a manly effort, was
compelled by force of arms to submit to the yoke of the Fellatahs.
In 1815 Bornoo arose from its humiliating position, to shake off the yoke of Danfodio. Mohammed el Anim el
Kanem, the Washington of Bornoo, was the man who undertook to liberate his country and restore her former
prestige. This immortal hero could collect from the villages of Bornoo but a few hundreds of horsemen; but in
Kanem he got eight hundred men, and accepted an engagement with the enemy. He gained the first victory, and
took such good advantage of his success, that in the space of two months he won forty battles, drove the enemy
entirely out of Bornoo, and captured a great many places belonging to the Fellatahs.
At the close of the war, El Kanemy found himself at the head of twenty-eight thousand horsemen, and the real
ruler of Bornoo. Like all great men, he refused the sceptre, and, going to the legitimate heir of the throne, Maïs
Barnoma, told him he was at his disposal. Barnoma, notwithstanding the noble actions of El Kanemy, was jealous
of his fame, and tried a plan to dispose of him, which he thought would be best, and of which the public would
not suspect him. Accordingly he wrote to the king of Begharmi, promising to pay the expenses of his troops, and
some extra compensation beside, if he would make as though he were really at war with Bornoo.
He agreed to the proposal, and crossed with his army the great river Shary, the natural frontier of the two
kingdoms. El Kanemy was then in the city of Kooka, which he had built for himself. He heard finally of the war
between Bornoo and Begharmi, and, hastily calling out his ancient veterans, he reported to Engornoo, where the
king resided. The combined forces numbered some forty thousand men.
El Kanemy knew nothing of the infamous act of the king; but Allah, who protects the innocent and punishes
the guilty, was smiling over him. The armies pitched their camps opposite to each other; and the king of Begharmi
sent a messenger with a letter to Maïs Barnoma, informing him that the heaviest assault would be made upon the
left, and that, if he would give El Kanemy command there, the bravest of the assailants would surround and kill
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him at once.
This letter the messenger carried to El Kanemy instead of the king, who, at once seeing the plot, immediately
answered the important document, signing the name of Barnoma, and loading the messenger with presents of all
descriptions for his master.
The next morning El Kanemy went to the king and told him that the heaviest assault would be made on the
right, and that he should not expose his precious life there. As Barnoma got no letter from the king of Begharmi,
he thought El Kanemy was right, and acted accordingly.
The battle finally began, and the Sycaries of Begharmi, attacking the left where they thought El Kanemy was,
surrounded Maïs Barnoma and killed him, supposing him El Kanemy. The battle, however, went on, and the king
of Begharmi found out before long that he had killed the wrong lion. His army, in spite of their usual courage,
were beaten, and obliged to recross the river Shary, at that place more than two miles wide, with a loss of half
their number. The victorious army of El Kanemy also crossed the river, and, pursuing the retreating forces,
captured Mesna, the capital of Begharmi, and drove the king into the country of Waday.
El Kanemy now found himself the absolute ruler of Bornoo, nor had that kingdom ever any greater ruler.
Under his reign the nation prospered finely. He encouraged commerce with Northern and Eastern Africa, and,
building a fleet of small vessels, sailed with a strong force against a tribe who inhabited the main islands of lake
Chad, and who used to commit depredations upon the neighboring sections of Bornoo, and chastised them
severely. These islanders are the finest type of the African race, possessing regular features, and large, expressive
eyes, though they are the darkest of all Africans. El Kanemy also subdued many of the surrounding tribes and
nations, until the population of Bornoo and its provinces amounted to nearly fifteen millions.
My father was the descendant of a very illustrious family. He was the first man who had a commission under
El Kanemy when he went to Kanem to recruit his forces. He was made a bagafuby, or captain of one hundred
cavalry, and was in every engagement which El Kanemy went through. The name by which my father was known
was Barca Gana.
My great-grandfather was from Molgoi. He established himself in Bornoo many years ago, and was greatly
favored by the monarchs of that country.
My mother was a Mandara woman, the daughter of a chief.
I was born in Kooka, a few years after the Waday war of 1831. We were in all nineteen children, twelve boys
and seven girls. I was the ninth child of my mother. All my brothers were well educated in Arabic and Turkish.
Two of them, Mustapha and Abderahman, were very rich, having acquired their wealth by trading in ivory and
gold-dust. Both had been to Mecca as pilgrims.
My father himself was rich, but when he was killed, our elder brother seized the greater part, and those who
were not eighteen years of age had to leave their share in their mother’s hands. Five cleared farms and a
considerable amount of gold fell to my share. I do not know how much the gold amounted to, but my mother used
to tell me, that, when I got to be twenty years of age, I would have as much as either of my elder brothers.
After my father’s death I was given to a teacher to be instructed in my native tongue, and also in Arabic. In the
space of three years I could read and write both languages. I was tried in my native tongue, and passed; but I
could not pass in Arabic, and my mother and uncle returned me to the teacher for eighteen months. I stayed the
required time, and then was tried and passed.
I was then old enough to be circumcised. Three hundred boys went through the ceremony at once, and were
then dressed in white clothes, and received according to custom a great many presents. Fifteen days we ate the
best that Kooka had, the king himself giving us the best he had in his palace. This generally happens only to the
sons of those who have distinguished themselves in the army, or, to explain myself better, to those of the military
aristocracy. At the end of this time all of us went home.
For my part, this was the first time I had slept in my father’s house for four years and seven months. I was very
much welcomed by my mother, sisters, and brothers, and was a pet for some time.
*
After returning from school to my father’s house, I judge about four or five years afterwards, I was invited, in
company with three of my brothers, by the eldest son of the governor of the province of Yaoori and Laree, who
lived in the town of the latter name, to visit him. This part of the province is very charming. The forests are full of
delicious game, and the lake of fish and beautiful aquatic birds; while in the dry seasons the woods and
uncultivated plains are worthy to be called the garden of Eden. In my childhood I had quite a passion for hunting,
one of my father’s great passions also. In spite of the efforts of my elder brothers to check me in it, I would
persuade the other boys to follow me into the thick woods, to the danger of their lives and mine.
My worthy mother declared several times that I would be captured by the Kindils, a wandering tribe of the
desert. Her prophecy was fulfilled after all, unhappily for myself, and perhaps more so for those I had persuaded
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with me. While on the visit just spoken of, one day—it was a Ramadan day, anniversary of the Prophet’s day—I
persuaded a great number of boys, and we went into the woods a great way from any village. We came across
nests of Guinea fowl, and gathered plenty of eggs, and killed several of the fowl. We made fire by rubbing two
pieces of dry stick together, and broiled the chickens and eggs. Then we proceeded farther, and came across a tree
called Agoua, bearing a delicious kind of fruit. We all went up the tree, eating fruit and making a great deal of
noise. We frolicked on that tree for many hours.
Presently several of the boys told me they heard the neighing of horses. We then all agreed not to make so
much noise, but we were just too late. In about a quarter of an hour we were startled by the cry,
“Kindil! Kindik!”
The boys who were nearest to the ground contrived to hide themselves in the thicket. It happened that I was
higher than anyone, and while coming down with haste, I missed my hold and fell, and lay senseless.
*
When I opened my eyes, I found myself on horseback behind a man, and tied to him with a rope. Out of forty
boys, eighteen of us were taken captive. I wished then that it was a dream rather than a reality, and the warnings
of my mother passed through my mind. Tears began to flow down my cheeks; I not only lamented for myself, but
for those also whom I persuaded into those wild woods. Meanwhile, our inhuman captors were laughing and
talking merrily, but I could not understand them.\fn{According to a later note, he was kidnapped in 1849}
About six hours’ ride, as I suppose, brought us to their camp. The tents were then immediately taken down, the
camels loaded, and we started again, travelling night, and day for three long days, until we came to a temporary
village where their chief was. After we got there we were all chained together, except four, who were taken pity
upon, on account of their age and birth. It was then night, and nearly all the camp was under the influence of
hashish, an intoxicating mixture made of hemp-seed and other ingredients, which when too much is eaten will
intoxicate worse than whiskey, or even spirits of wine. While the robbers were drunk, we boys were consulting
and plotting to run away. We succeeded in breaking the chains, and four of the oldest boys took their captors’
arms, cut their throats, jumped on their horses, and succeeded in making their escape.
When it was found out, they gave each of us fifteen strokes in the hollows of our feet, because we did not
inform them. A little while after our comrades’ escape we started on again. This time we had to go on foot for five
days, until we reached a town called Kashna, belonging to the Emperor of the Fellatahs, but situated in the
country of Houssa, where we were all dispersed to see each other no more. Fortunately, none of my brothers were
with me in the woods.
*
My lot was that of an Arab slave, for I was bought by a man named Abd-el-Kader, a merchant of Tripoli and
Fezzan. He was not an Arabian, however, but a brown-skinned man, and undoubtedly had African blood in his
veins. He had at this time a large load of ivory and other goods waiting for the caravan from Kano and Saccatoo.
This caravan soon came, and with it we started for Moorzook, capital of the pachalic of Fezzan. Although we
numbered about five hundred, all armed except slaves who could not be trusted.
A lion whom we met after starting, lying in our path, would not derange himself on our account, and we had to
attack him. Twelve men fired into him. Four men he killed, and wounded five or six, and then escaped. He was hit
somewhere, as they found blood where he lay, but it was not known where. When he roared, he scared all the
horses and camels composing the caravan. Abd-el-Kader was one of those who attacked the lion, but he was not
hurt.
Five days after we left Kashna, we came to the first oasis. Here the plains were all barren and sandy, but full of
gazelles, antetopes, and ostriches. The principal tree growing here was the date-palm, and the water was very bad,
tasting salty.
As the caravan travelled toward the east, the ground rose by degrees. If I am not mistaken, we passed five
oases before we came into the country of Tibboo, a mountainous region between Bornoo and Fezzan, the
inhabitants of which suffer considerably from the Kindils, though they are also robbers themselves. The capital of
Tibboo is Boolma, built on a high mountain. I was disappointed when I saw the city, for I had heard that it was
quite a large place. Laree, the smallest town in Bornoo, is a place of more importance. The people of Tibboo are
of dark-brown complexion, and are noted in Soodan for their shrewdness.
The day that the caravan happened to be at Boolma, two parties were in a warlike attitude about a fair maid
whom each wished their chief to have for a wife. We did not stay long enough to see the issue of the fight, and
two days’ journey took us out of the kingdom of Tibboo.
As soon as the oasis of Tibboo was left, the country became very rocky—the rock being a kind of black
granite; and the Arabs had to make shoes for both their camels and slaves, for the rocks were very sharp, and if
this precaution had not been taken, in a few hours their feet would have been so cut that they could not have
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proceeded farther. Some Arabs would rather lose four or five slaves than a single camel.
They rode very seldom. In a journey of ten or twelve weeks I saw Abd-el-Kader ride but once, and the majority
never rode at all.
In these rocky regions of the desert a great amount of salt is found also—what is called in our language kalboo,
and I believe, in English, carbonate of soda. Soodan is supplied by the Moors and Kindils with salt from the
desert. Sea-shells are also occasionally found in this region.
After we left Tibboo fire was never allowed, even in the oases, but I do not know for what reason.
The mountainous regions of the desert passed, we came to a more level country, but it was not long before we
saw other mountains ahead. As we passed over the last of them, we found them very dangerous from their
steepness, and a few camels were lost by falling into the ravines. After passing this dangerous place, a sign of
vegetation was seen, oases were more frequent, and at last forests of date-palm, the fruit of which forms the
principal food of both the inhabitants of Fezzan and their camels, became abundant.
*
El Kaheni is the first town or human habitation seen after leaving Tibboo. It is a small walled town, like all
other places in Fezzan. Here I first saw the curious way in which the Fezzaneers cultivate their land by irrigation.
Each farm has a large well, wide at the top and sloping toward the bottom, out of which water is drawn by
donkeys, and poured into a trough, from which it runs into small ditches. This process is renewed every few days
until the crop no longer needs watering.
The people of El Kaheni were very courteous. I had a long talk with a young man, who gave me a description
of the capital, Moorzook, but his story did not agree with that which Abd-el-Kader told me. I afterwards found
that the young man’s story was correct.
We left El Kaheni the next day, taking a large load of dates, superior to those of Soodan in size and sweetness.
After three days’ journey we could see in the distance a large flag,on a long pole, on the top of the English
Consulate, the largest house in the metropolis of Fezzan. We passed several villages of trifling importance, and at
about noon arrived within the walls of Moorzook.
There the caravan dissolved, and each man went to his own house.
*
I found Moorzook to be not larger than a quarter of my native town of Kooka; but the buildings were in
general better, every house being of stone, though of course very poorly built in comparison with European
dwellings. The city has four gates, one toward each cardinal point of the canpass. The northern is the one by
which the caravan entered; the eastern is a ruin; the southern, which is behind the pasha’s palace, has mounted by
it two guns of large calibre; while the western, and the best of all, is situated near the barracks, which are fine
buildings, larger even than the pasha’s palace. The pashalic of Fezzan is a tributary of the Ottanan Porte, and the
pasha, a Turk, is very much hated by the Bedouins.
After reaching Abd-el-Kader’s house, I found that he was a poor man. The reader can form some idea from his
living in the capital, and having but one wife, all his property consisting of a piece of land about two and a half
miles from the city, a few donkeys, ten camels, old and young, an Arab slave, and myself. While I was yet with
him he bought also a young Fellatah girl.
As soon as we arrived, he sent me with Hassan, his slave, to the farm, where I worked some fifteen days. I told
him then that I was not used to such work, and prayed him to sell me to some Turk or Egyptian. He asked me
what my father used to do, and I told him that he was a warrior and also traded in gold-dust and ivory. On hearing
my father’s name he opened his eyes wide, and asked me why I did not tell him that in Soodan. He had known my
father well, but had not seen him for fifteen rainy seasons.
From that day Abd-el-Kader was very kind to me, and said he had a great notion to take me back. He, however,
sold me after all to a young Turkish officer named Abdy Agra, an excellent young man, full of life and fun. This
officer was always with the pasha, and I believe was one of his aides. His wife was a Kanowry woman. He used
to bring home money every night and often gave me some. After he had dressed me up, I accompanied him to the
pasha’s every day. He spoke my language very correctly, only with an accent, like all strangers trying to speak
Kanowry, and he began to teach me Turkish. Strange to say, in Fezzan the Bornoo tongue is in great vogue, rich
and poor speaking Kanowry.
I stayed with Abdy Agra more than three months; but one day he told me that he had to send me to his father in
Tripoli. So long as I had to be a slave, I hated to leave so excellent a man, but I had to go. Accordingly, when the
caravan was to start, he sent me in charge of Abd-el-Kader, the man from whom he had bought me.
Before leaving the city we went to a house that I had never seen before, and had our names registered in a
book by a very benevolent-looking man, who wore spectacles on his eyes, something I had never seen before, and
which made me afraid of him. As we passed out of the city gate we were counted one by one by an officer.
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*
On our arrival at Tripoli, Abd-el-Kader took me to an old house in a street narrow and dirty beyond
description, where we passed the night. The next morning he went with me to my new master, Hadji Daoud, the
father of Abdy Agra.
When we found him he was sitting on a divan of velvet, smoking his narghile. He looked at that time to be
about forty-five years old, and was of very fine appearance, having a long beard, white as snow. Abd-el-Kader
seemed well acquainted with him, for they shook hands and drank coffee together.
After this we proceeded to the Turkish Bazaar, where I found that he was a merchant of tobacco, and had an
extensive shop, his own property. Hadji Daoud had three wives; the principal one was an Arabian, one was a
native of my country, and one—and, to do her justice, the best looking of them all—was a Houssa girl. He
believed in keeping a comfortable table, and we had mutton almost daily, and sometimes fowls. He had but one
son, and he was far away. He told me that he intended to treat me as a son, and every day I went to the shop with
him. He treated me always kindly, but madam was a cross and overbearing woman.
*
About this time my master started on his third pilgrimage to Mecca, leaving a friend in charge of his store, and
taking me with him. We went by sail from Tripoli to Alexandria, touching at Bengazi. From Alexandria we went
by cars to Ben Hadad, thence to Saida and Cairo, the capital of Egypt. From Cairo we travelled to Kartoom, at the
forks of the Nile, and thence to Gondar, the capital of Abyssinia, where we stayed only twenty-four hours, my
master being in continual fear of his life from the natives, who differed from him in belief, and then started for
Zela, a port on the Red Sea. From Zela we sailed to Muscat, and thence proceeded to Mecca.
I had not come of my own free will and for the express purpose of a pilgrimage, and therefore I was not
permitted to go with Daoud to the grave of the Prophet, and was obliged to content myself without the title of
hadji, which is one much respected among the Muslims.
We had returned as far as Alexandria on our way home, when my master was informed that his store and a
great deal of property, in fact, all his goods and money, had been destroyed by fire. This made the good man
almost crazy. He did not hesitate to tell me that he should have to sell me; but said that he would take care that I
should have a rich and good master, a promise which he kept.
*
The next day, with the present of a good suit of clothes, I was put on board a vessel bound for Smyrna and
Constantinople. I was to be landed at the former city. On this vessel was a young man of eighteen, one of the
crew, who spoke my own language. I have heard it only twice, I think, since that time.
At Smyrna I was sold to a Turkish officer, Yousouf Effendi, a very wealthy man, and brother-in-law to the
celebrated Reschid Pasha, the Minister of Foreign Affairs. He had a great many houses in Smyrna, as well as
Constantinople.
We sailed the next day for the latter city in a man-of-war steamer, the Abdul Medjid. My duty was that of a
tchidboudji, which consists in filling and cleaning the pipes and narghiles. This was all that I had to do, while I
was well dressed in cloths and silks, and had plenty of leisure time.
After a service of eighteen months with Yousouf Effendi, he gave me to his younger brother, Yousouf Kavass,
less wealthy than himself. This brother was, however, a very kind-hearted man, and treated his slaves, a Nubian, a
native of Sennar, and myself, very kindly.
*
While in this service I became known to Prince Mentchikoff, the Envoy Extraordinary of Russia at
Constantinople, and was finally sold to him by my master. At the declaration of the Crimean war, after sending his
things on board the Russian steamer Vladimir, the Prince started with despatches for his august master, via Corfu,
Athens, Lara, Trieste, Vienna, Cracow, and Warsaw, to St. Petersburg. I accompanied him on the journey, and, as
the despatches were of the utmost importance, we travelled with the greatest speed.
The house of my master, to which we went, in St. Petersburg, was situated on the Nevskoi Prospekt, the
Broadway of the city, and was built of granite, in the Doric style, and very spacious. His family consisted of his
wife, one son, and three daughters, while his servants numbered about thirty. The Prince, however, was not so
immensely rich as some Russian aristocrats of his standing. Shortly after his arrival at St. Petersburg, Prince
Mentchikoff was assigned to command in the army of the Crimea, and he hastened there, leaving me in St.
Petersburg.
*
After his departure, not being satisfied with the way in which the head servant treated me, I engaged service
with Prince Nicholas Troubetzkoy. This family, better known as Le Grand Troubetzkoy, are descendants of the
Grand Duke of Lithuania. The Prince’s father was noted for skill and bravery in the war of 1828. The
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Troubetzkoys claim relationship with the Emperor of France, the Duc de Morny, the half-brother of the Emperor,
having married the daughter of Prince Serges Troubetzkoy.
Prince Nicholas was the youngest of five sons, and lived with his brother André, not far from the Italian
Theatre, both of them being single.
While in this service, I was baptized in St. Petersburg, November 12, 1855, into the Greek Church, my name
being changed from Mohammed-Ali-Ben-Said to Nicholas Said. Prince Nicholas was my godfather. I shall
always feel grateful, so long as I live, for Prince Nicholas’s kindness to me; but I cannot help thinking that the
way I was baptized was not right, for I think that I ought to have known perfectly well the nature of the thing
beforehand. Still, it was a good intention the Prince had toward my moral welfare. After I was baptized he was
very kind to me, and he bought me a solid gold cross to wear on my breast, after the Russian fashion. I was the
Prince’s personal servant, going always in the carriage with him.
As the Czar Nicholas was godfather to the Prince, he had free access to the palace. Though he had several
chances to become minister at some European court, he always refused, preferring to live a life of inaction. His
health, however, was not very good, and he was very nervous. I have seen him faint scores of time in Russia; but
when he left Russia, his health began to improve very much.
Everybody acquainted with Russia knows that Czar Nicholas used to make all the aristocracy tremble at his
feet. No nobleman, to whatever rank he might belong, could leave the country without his consent, and paying a
certain sum of money for the privilege. This measure of the Czar was not very well liked by the nobility, but his
will was law, and had to be executed without grumbling.
Prince Troubetzkoy had several times made application for permission to travel, but without success, so long
as Czar Nicholas lived; for he hated liberal ideas, and feared some of his subjects might, in the course of time,
introduce those ideas from foreign countries into Russia.
The Prince passed the summer season outside of the city, a distance of about twenty-five versts, at a splendid
residence of his own, a marble house about the size of the Fifth Avenue Hotel of New York City. Adjoining it was
a small theatre, or glass house, containing tropical fruits, and a menagerie, where I first saw a llama, and the
interior of the palace was lined with pictures and statues. It was a magnificent building, but was getting to be quite
old, and the Prince used to talk of repairing it, though he remarked it would cost many thousand roubles. This
estate contained many thousand acres, and four good-sized villages, and was about eight miles square. I had here
some of the happiest days of my life.
About this time I went with the Prince to Georgia—his brother-in-law, a general in that department, having
been wounded by the Circassians under Schamyl. We reached Tiflis, the capital of Georgia, in January, and
remained there until after the capture of Kars by the English and Turks. While in the Caucasus, the Prince visited
some of the neighboring parts of Persia, including Teheran and some smaller towns, and [we] returned to Russia
by way of Novgorod.
*
After the death of Czar Nicholas, Alexander, his successor, gave the Prince permission to travel where he
chose, without limit of time, and on the 24 th of February he started, going first to Warsaw, and thence, via Cracow,
to Vienna. Here I remained for two months, in charge of his effects, while he visited a sister in Pest, in Hungary.
On his return we went to Prague, and thence to Dresden.
At this place, I was greatly bothered by the children. They said that they had never seen a black man before.
But the thing which most attracted them was my Turkish dress, which I wore all the time in Europe. Every day,
for the three weeks we remained in Dresden, whenever I went to take my walk I was surrounded by them to the
number of several hundred. To keep myself from them, I used to ride in a carriage or on horseback, but this was
too expensive. I thought the way I could do best was to be friendly with them. So I used to sit in the garden and
speak with them—that is, those who could understand French. They took a great liking to me, for I used
sometimes to buy them fruits, candies, and other things, spending in this way a large amount.
Prince Troubetzkoy had a brother, Prince Vladimir, living in Dresden, a very handsome and a very excellent
man, but suffering from consumption. He treated me very kindly, and when we left gave me several very
interesting books, both religious and secular.
From Dresden we went to Munich, thence to Baden-Baden, Wiesbaden, Coblenz, Cologne, Aix-la-Chapelle,
Brussels, and Ostende; then, returning to Brussels, visited the field of Waterloo, and proceeded to Switzerland,
passing through Berne, Interlachen, over the Jura and St. Gothard’s, to Zurich.
From Zurich we went to Como in Lombardy, where the Prince’s eldest brother, Alexander, had a villa on the
borders of the lake. After a short stay here, we went on to Verona, and then to Milan, where I was left while the
Prince made a short visit to Venice.
Here, while left alone, I did not behave as well as I might have done, sometimes drinking too much, and
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spending my money foolishly, Here also I saw, for the first time since leaving Africa, a countryman. He was
named Mirza, and was born about thirty-five miles from Kooka, my native place. He was considerably older than
I, and had been away from Africa some fifteen years. He was waiting on a Venetian Marquis whose name I have
forgotten.
After a stay of four weeks in Milan, we started, via Genoa, Leghorn, and Pisa, for Florence. Here I attended
my master at two levées—one at the palace of the Grand Duke of Tuscany, where I believe I had a better time than
the Prince, and the other at Prince Demidoff’s. This latter gentleman is a very wealthy Russian, and is very widely
known. He is not a nobleman in Russia, however, but has his title from the Grand Duke. He is well known for the
disagreeable propensity he has for beating his servants. While he was in Vienna he was worsted in an attempt to
chastise a Hungarian footman, but he would not quit the practice, and has paid several fines imposed by law in
consequence.
Our next stopping-place was Rome, where the Prince remained for the winter, making meanwhile a short visit
to Naples, and leaving in the spring for Paris. We were in Paris when the Prince Imperial was born, and stayed
until his christening, which was a very important day there. I remember well the wonder of a young Russian
servant-girl, that France should have still so many soldiers as appeared in the procession—a fraction only, of
course, of her army—after losing so many in the Crimea. The Prince always took a great pride in dress, both for
himself and his servants, and particularly here. I was always dressed in Turkish costume, embroidered with gold,
and never costing less than two or three hundred dollars.
After a three months’ stay in Paris we went to London, where the Prince took rooms at a first-class boardinghouse; but he was invited almost all the time to different country seats, where I had very gay times, for the
English servants live better than any in Europe.
At the conclusion of his English visit, the Prince returned to Baden-Baden, this time renting a house. While
there Napoleon III passed through the place on his way to meet the Czar Alexander; and Prince Troubetzkoy was
summoned to Frankfort-on-the-Main to attend on the latter. Here I was one day told by the Prince to dress myself
in my best, and go to the Russian Ambassador’s to wait on the Emperor at dinner. There were present beside the
two Emperors, the King of Wurtemberg, the Grand Dukes of Baden, Hesse Darmstadt, and Nassau, the Ministers
of France and Belgium, the Burgomaster of Frankfort, Messrs. Rothschild, and many others. A splendid dinner
was served at six o’clock, the usual Russian dinner-hour, and was followed by a ball, which continued until two in
the morning. A day previous to the monarch’s departure Prince Gortchakoff handed my master thirty thalers as a
present for me.
About this time I began to think of the condition of A,frica, my native country, how European encroachments
might be stopped, and her nationalities united. I thought how powerful the United States had become since 1776,
and I wondered if I were capable of persuading the kings of Soodan to send several hundred boys to learn the arts
and sciences existing in civilized countries. I thought that I would willingly sacrifice my life, if need be, in
realizing my dreams. I cried many times at the ignorance of my people, exposed to foreign ambition, who,
however good warriors they might be, could not contend against superior weapons and tactics in the field. I
prayed earnestly to be enabled to do some good to my race.
The Prince could not but see that I was very sober, but I never told him my thoughts.
We stayed at Baden-Baden all summer and part of the fall, and then left for Paris. The Prince made this journey
to visit his niece, who had just been married to the Duc de Morny, formerly the French Ambassador to Russia. She
was a most beautiful person, only seventeen years of age. I was taken to see her, and kiss her hand, according to
custom. She at first hesitated to give me her hand, undoubtedly being afraid. I had never seen her in Russia, as she
was at the Imperial University, studying.
After two weeks we again left Paris for Rome, via Switzerland, again passed the summer at Baden-Baden,
again visited Paris, and various other points, until the year 1859 found the Prince again in London.
*
My desire to return to my native country had now become so strong, that I here told the Prince I must go home
to my people. He tried to persuade me to the contrary, but I was inflexible in my determination. After he found
that I was not to be persuaded, he got up with tears in his eyes, and said:
“Said, I wish you good luck; you have served me honestly and faithfully, and if ever misfortune happens to
you, remember I shall always be, as I always have been, interested in you.”
I, with many tears, replied that I was exceedingly thankful for all he had bestowed on me and done in my
behalf, and that I should pray for him while I lived. I felt truly sorry to leave this most excellent Prince. As I was
leaving, he gave me as a present two fifty-pound bills. It was many days before I overcame my regret. Often I
could hardly eat for grief.
I now went to board at the Strangers’ Home, at the West India Dock, five miles from where the Prince stopped.
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Here I waited for a steamer for Africa. Hardly had I been there two weeks, when a gentleman from Holland
proposed to me a situation to travel with him in the United States and West India Islands. I had read much about
these countries, and my desire to see them caused me to consent, and we left Liverpool soon after New Year’s.
With this gentleman I went via Boston and New York to New Providence, Long Keys, Inagua, Kingston, Les
Gonaives, St. Marc, Demerara, Martinique, Guadeloupe, and then back to New Providence, and from there by
steamer to New York. We remained in New York two months, and then visited Niagara, Hamilton, Toronto,
Kingston, Montreal, Quebec, and Ottawa, until, finally, at a small village called Elmer, my employer’s funds gave
out, and I lent him five hundred dollars of my own money Of this five hundred I received back only three hundred
and eighty, and this failure compelled me to remain in this country and earn my living by work to which I was
unaccustomed.\fn{At this point the written narrative ends, at some date in 1861; went to Detroit to teach in a segregated school for
black students; and in 1863 enlisted in a black regiment of the Union Army, from which he was honorably mustered out in 1865. At this
time he marries, and disappears from history}

256.19 Excerpt from West African Travels And Adventures: Two Autobiographical Narratives From Northern
Nigeria: “The Life And Travels Of Dorugu”\fn{by James Henry Dorugu (c.1839-1912)} Dambanas, nr. Daura, Katsina
State, Nigeria (M) 10
1
I was born in a village called Dambanas, about a day’s journey from the city of Kanche. My father, Kwage
Adamu, and mother, whose name was Kande, lived together in Dambanas. I also had a younger brother named
Hakurau and a younger sister named Taroko. The three of us were born in the same town. My father lived in that
town for many years. He was a drummer, but he also had a small farm.
We children were not able to do much work because we were not grown up. When I saw that my father and
mother were overburdened with farm work, I said to my father,
“I eat and drink but I’m not able to do anything. I wish you would give me a hoe so that I could help on the
farm.” He answered,
“You’re not old enough to work. Wait a few years, then I’ll give you a hoe to use.”
I started to cry because I wanted to work. So we went to town and he told a blacksmith to make me a hoe.
When the blacksmith had finished making it and my father brought it to me, I was very happy.
The next day we arose early and went to the farm, but my mother stayed at home preparing food. When she had
finished, she brought it to the farm for us. Soon thereafter, they started eating their food, but I didn’t want to stop
and eat because I was enjoying farming. My father took hold of me and said,
“Eat your food; we’ve finished ours.” Only then did I eat.
When we saw that there was very little corn in the farm that year, my father let it go and planted another one close
to the house. We did get some corn from the one close to home, but not very much. In addition, we had a cotton farm
which my father and I used to go to. My mother also used to go with us, but my sister was not well enough to go.
One evening when we were returning from the cotton farm, I spotted my brother from a distance—he had been
left alone at home—along with another small child. My mother said to my father,
“Look there at Hakurau and Taroko!” We were very much surprised.
“How can she be well enough to come outside and play?”
But when we got home and entered the yard, I found that the other child was not my sister. I ran into the room
calling her name, “Taroko! Taroko!” but she didn’t answer. I was sure that she hadn’t moved at all. The place where
she was lying was filled with slime. Then I knew that she was dead and so I began to cry. When my father came in, he
picked her up and looked at her until tears poured from his eyes. My mother was crying too, but my brother was too
young to understand anything. My father asked him,
“Did you give her fura?”\fn{Balls of cooked flour, usually eaten in sour milk} He answered,
“Yes.”
“Did you give her water?”
“Yes.” After my father had questioned him like that, he didn’t say anything. Finally he said,
“Since she didn’t die of starvation, it’s all right.”
My father called one of his friends and asked him to prepare a grave to bury her in. When the man had dug the
grave, he put branches in it. They wrapped her in a cloth, then he picked her up and put her in the grave. He piled
wood around the mouth of the grave and closed it up with wood. Then he poured on earth and closed it up completely.
The next day, my father asked my mother,
“What sadaka\fn{Alms or charity given as a religious act} shall we do for her?” She answered,
106

“We should buy some beans and make some fura so we’ll have something to give away to important people.”
He said,
“All right.”
He went and bought beans and brought them to her. She made flour into fura and cooked the beans. Then we
took them and carried them to the town square for important people. After they had finished eating the beans and
the fura, some mallams\fn{Religious teachers} recited prayers. Then we went home and that was that.
Some time after the death of my sister, I heard news of war approaching our town. We left in the night and fled
a distance of two or three days’ journey. But the rumor turned out to be untrue.
The next day people saw that their children were exhausted from traveling. As for me, I was also crying because I
was tired. Whenever people heard an infant cry, they would say to its mother,
“Give him a breast to suck so that he’ll be quiet!”
After we had been in the bush a while, I think some people returned to town and discovered that no one had come
to make war. They came back and told us, whereupon we returned to town.
It so happens that there was a thief who had stayed in town and had stolen a large number of things. He stayed
there until we returned. When we came back, we found the town had been consumed by flames because the thief
had set it on fire. Only my father’s house and the house of an old woman had not been burned, although donkeys,
goats, sheep, and chickens had gone into my father’s room and were playing there. Close by there was a type of fig
tree that we call cediya (it has large branches and bears a small fruit which very few people eat), whose branches
had felt the fire and had dried up.
When I saw my dog, I chased it away. I didn’t recognize it because it had grown. My father said,
“Don’t chase it away. Don’t you remember that when we fled you left it at home?” I replied, “Yes, I
remember,” but added, “when we left it, it was little, but now it has grown up.” He nodded yes.
On returning we found that there had been no damage to the town except what had been caused by fire. When
we resettled, the women looked all over for their pots, but they weren’t able to find them until they finally
discovered them at some man’s place. Each woman then carried away her pot and went home with it. And that
was my experience of war.
*
About a year later, we heard a rumor that another town was preparing to make war on our town. We fled to the
bush again, but not very far from town, and there we slept. In the morning, we saw Fulanis on horseback some
distance from our town. The way we were able to see them was by having a lookout climb a tree. One particularly
careful person climbed to the top of a tree so that he could see everything. Whenever people came out of the town,
he would warn us to get ready to fight them, with the result that our men did capture some people. While they set
the town on fire, we watched everything they were doing. After destroying the town they went away. There was
nothing left to see in the town except smoke.
The boy up above saw two men who had seen him in the tree running from the town toward us. He informed
us immediately and my father and two other men intercepted them. When they met in the woods, they asked,
“Are you one of us or not?” The two men answered,
“Yes, we are one of you.” They had come from our town, and since we knew them we were pleased to see
them. We asked,
“How did you know we were here?” They answered,
“We saw one of you keeping watch in a tree.”
We asked them about news of the town. They told us that some people had been killed, some had been
wounded, and some had been made slaves. We had seen some people carrying off booty from our town going
toward their town (which was called Shagari). After they told us what had happened, we returned to our own town
and remained there.
After this raid, we heard that the Shehu of Bornu, Shehu Umar,\fn{ The second Shehu of Umar (1835-1880)} was
coming to make war on Kanche. He advanced without being seen until at midday he was seen in formation [with
his men]. He came and made war on the chief of Kanche and totally defeated him. He set fire to the town, looted it,
and then returned to his own town. We could hear the sound of their guns from Dambanas. In addition they raided
another town called Tassawa.\fn{Classified as a large town with an estimated population of 15,000 in 1850 } The people of this
town fought like fire and consequently were not conquered. Afterwards the Shehu went back to his town, but some
of his men didn’t go.
At that time, there was a famine. A man from another village, whose daughter my father had taken as a wife,
came to my father and said,
“I cannot allow my daughter to stay in your house, for she will die of starvation.”
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He took hold of her and carried her away from my father’s house to a town called Bangasa. My younger
brother and I wept because our mother had been taken away from our father. She was given to a certain man to be
his wife, but because she didn’t love him, she would run away to my father’s house. Then he would come again
and take her back to Bangasa. But she refused to stay in that village. Whenever her husband went to the farm,
expecting her to bring him food there, she would run away and come to our house, whereupon that man or her
father would come and take her back again.
One day when her husband had gone to the farm, she stayed at home and prepared fura to take to him there. At
the time, there were still some Kanuri around,\fn{The major people of Bornu, who in 1970 numbered nearly 2,000,000} since
not all who had made war on Kanche had gone away. When she was on her way, carrying the fura and her hoe,
they ambushed her from behind some trees. They seized her and took her away. When my father heard the news he
told us,
“Your mother has been captured. There is nothing we can do but be patient and hope.” Then he took my brother
and gave him to a man from Tassawa to become like his own son. He said,
“You needn’t return my son to me until we meet again in the Afterlife.” I cried because he had sent my brother
there. I stayed quiet but I said to myself,
“As soon as I grow up, I am not going to let my brother stay there.”
I believe my brother was six or seven years old when he was given away. If I were to go there now, I would
only be able to recognize him by his tribal marks, but he would not be able to recognize me (even by my tribal
marks) unless I said something to him.
After a while, we heard that a chief named Tanimu\fn{The Emir Tanimu (d.1884, Emir 1841-1843; 1851-1884)} was coming
and that he would pass near or town. When we heard this, people began to make preparations. When evening came,
we heard them pass by. The men of the town set a crossbeam in place and brought support for the gate. He [Tanimu]
asked us to let him in so that he could get water to drink, but we refused. He became angry and went away.
Some old men who were too tired to travel anymore remained behind. In the morning, we found them outside the
town walls. Here is the song of one of them:
The night, the night, children of Kworgum,
The night, the night,
If you do not know the night, hyenas will eat you.
There is no savior nearby.
Tanimu is a man of guns.
The man of Yado is a bull.

Some time within that year, we heard that men of Bornu had entered Kanche. I think that the chief of Kanche
ceded our town to them, but he warned them to be careful in trying to conquer us. Therefore, they were very clever.
The next day they entered the town one by one until our town was full of them. My father told me to go hide, so I ran
and hid in the grass near the water and waited there. He came to look for me in the grass and called me. I could hear
him, but I did not answer. Only when he called me a second time did I answer. He reassured me,
“Everything is all right now.” I answered,
“If everything is all right, let’s go home.”
We went back and stayed there, but I was still very much upset. I said to my father’s wife, who was named Baka,
“You take your calabash and let me take my bow and my father’s straw hat and let’s go to some other town.”
(This was my father’s wife but not my own mother. My father told me that he had married her when he was a young
man and she likewise was very young. I do not know what caused her to leave his house, whether he sent her away
or whether they were separated by war. I think she must have been a slave, because she could speak Kanuri.
Nevertheless, in the house he treated her just like he treated my mother.)
When she heard what I had to say, she did not make fun of me. (At the time, I think I was just eleven years old.)
Rather, she took her calabash and walked ahead while I followed her, until we had even crossed a stream. My father
was not at home since he had gone with some men to listen for news.
When he came home and did not find us, he started running until he caught up with us and made us go back
home. My heart was pounding furiously.
Some time later, he saw a man on horseback come and dismount at our house. He was a Hausa man.
Afterward, another man came—a Kanuri man—who wanted corn for his horse, but we didn’t have any. He spoke
the language of Bornu [i.e. Kanuri] with my father’s wife. Whenever he said something in Kanuri, I had to ask her
what he had said to her. She told me that he wanted corn, and I told him that we didn’t have any. He said that he
was going to have some young men go into our house to take a look.
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When I heard this, I was frightened. A little while later, we heard that the chief was coming. In the evening
about sunset, we heard that a man had come and was saying that all strangers should saddle up and mount their
horses.
Then we heard the sound of the chief approaching with drums and horns. At the moment the guns were fired, all
the strangers started to capture their “hosts.” My father had told me to go with him to a certain gate, but my head
was all mixed up. I didn’t know what to do, with the result that the Bornu man who had been in my father’s house
finally caught me. The Hausa man captured my father and someone else captured my father’s wife, although who it
was I don’t know. All the children in town were crying. Mothers were separated from their children and husbands
were separated from their wives. And thus we were led away.
As we were leaving the town, he [my captor] dragged me through some thorns. Both he and I were in the briers.
He took his horse by the hand and pulled me and the horse along until we came to a town. The briers had pricked
my feet so that they were all bloody. He mounted his horse and then lifted me up and put me on the back. I really
couldn’t pay any attention to whether the thorns had pricked my feet or not since I was absorbed in worrying
about what was going to happen to me. I saw a friend of mine riding on the back of his master’s horse, and I
called to him,
“Do you see? We have become slaves.” He replied,
“There is nothing we can do except put our trust in God’s works.”
When we arrived at the war camp, we dismounted. As I was looking around, I saw my father’s wife being led to
the chief by a man with a knife in his hand. I felt my feet itching and then noticed that my feet were all bloody. They
brought some nuts for us, but we didn’t eat any. We weren’t hungry because we were so unhappy. After they carried
off everything from our town, they set it on fire. Chicken eggs were exploding like guns, as the fire reached
everywhere. The fire continued burning in the town even into the next day.
They took us before their chief in order to show him the slaves that they had captured. When he had seen all of us
they took us away. This was the beginning of slavery for me. If we had known they were going to capture us, we
would have fought, but they outsmarted us. Our arrows are poisoned and the poison is very strong. If you were to lick
it with your tongue it would kill you. So if we had fought them, many of them would have died, although they would
have killed some of us too. But they didn’t fight to take the town openly, but caught us secretly as one catches little
chicks. I don’t know whether even one of them died in our town or whether an arrow was shot.
When they left the hill on which they were encamped, they took along those of us they had caught, including
me. I don’t think that they had caught more than two or three hundred people (although they might have sent some
away during the night). As we were going, we passed by another town close to ours. The people of that town were
also captured and the town was set on fire. (I think there were about four hundred of them.) And so we proceeded
together with them.
We arrived in a big town and spent the night there. The next morning they continued on with us to my
grandmother’s village, called Kunduwoshe. I saw my grandmother standing in her house. When she saw me, her
whole body trembled. She asked me,
“Where is Adamu?” I said,
“I don’t know.” Then I simply said,
“Good-bye.”
As I went on, I was crying. I saw a pair of twins lying on the road. They were crying but they were too young to
talk. And then we arrived in Zinder.
2
When we arrived in Zinder, we stayed there for many days, although some of the slaves were sent on to Bornu.
I heard the news that the chief of Zinder had given my father his freedom and had said,
“Go look for your son. When you find him, take him back to your town with you.”
My father took his drum and went around drumming, because he knew that if I heard the sound of his drum I
would come to him. From inside the house, I heard drumming that sounded like his, but I was not allowed to leave the
house except when I went to get water for the horses. While I was in the house, other slaves belonging to my master
went to fetch water and on the way met my father resting against a rock. He was waiting for me to come, but I had not
gone to fetch water. He asked them,
“Where is Dorugu?” They said,
“He’s in the house. We called him but he didn’t hear us.” They went on to get the water and then returned and
informed me,
“Dorugu, we just saw your father sitting there on the way to the water. He was waiting for you.” I asked them,
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“Why didn’t you call me?” They said,
“We called you but you didn’t hear us.”
*
I was given a new name. When they asked me my name I told them it was Dorugu; nevertheless they called me
by a Kanuri name, Barka Gana. The compound in which I lived was divided into two parts. The quarters for the
male slaves were on one side and those for the female slaves were on the other. There was no way to go from one
to the other except by the one passageway in front of the master’s doorway. I always used to go and chat with the
women and we would laugh and play. No one else went except me, for I was very innocent. Every morning as I
passed by, my master would call out to me,
“Barka Gana, drummer!” I would laugh and continue on to the female slaves’ quarters.
Our master had one slave, a concubine, who was the head of all the female slaves. Once when I went to them in
the evening, my master’s concubine was in her room. When she called me I thought she had something good to tell
me. She climbed on her bed and said to me,
“Barka Gana, get up on the bed.” I asked,
“What am I supposed to do?”
“Come lie with me.”
“I can’t.”
When she called me my body began to tremble. I was sitting close to the fire. The room was dark. She called
to me,
“Come here!”
“I won’t.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t know.”
“Are you afraid?”
“Yes.”
“What are you afraid of?”
“I don’t want to sleep with you.”
“I insist that you sleep with me.”
I wanted to run away but she stopped me. I repeated,
“I refuse!” She said,
“All right, but when you leave don’t say anything to anyone. If I hear that you’ve told anyone, I’ll beat you.” I
said,
“I understand. I won’t tell anyone.”
When I left, the female slaves were seated outside by the doorway. I think they knew what had delayed me like
that. I sat with them a little while and we conversed in Hausa. When I saw her come out of her room, I got up and
went away. Leaving, I ran into my master. He called me—
“Barka Gana!” I greeted him and he gave me a kola nut.
I didn’t visit these women after that, because of my master’s concubine; but I have kept the secret until now. I
think the woman behaved that way toward me on purpose because she thought I was accustomed to sleeping with
female slaves in our town. Although she touched me, she didn’t catch me. A day or two later, I heard I was to be
sent to Bornu. I asked,
“Am I being sent to Bornu?” They said yes. I replied,
“That’s good.”
They gave me a gourd to put water in, then they put me on a horse and went with me. They wanted to catch up
with some men with cattle. When the horse ran, the water in the gourd made a sound, blum-blum. They were
laughing and talking to one another in Kanuri. I couldn’t understand anything they were saying. It was just as if I
were deaf. Finally we caught up with the men with the cattle, whereupon I was transferred to a bullock. I
immediately met a boy, or rather a young man, who spoke Hausa. On the whole, they treated me well all the way to
Bornu.
*
I saw that Bornu was a large country. They stopped at a certain house, and there I saw Fara, my master’s wife. The
name of the city was Kukawa. From Zinder to Kukawa is a distance of twenty days by foot and ten days by horse. My
master’s wife had a four-year-old daughter and I think she and her mother both liked me. There was a large number of
female slaves in that compound. Whenever the daughter of my master’s wife had anything to eat, she would give me
the leftovers. When she became ill with smallpox, it was I who stayed near her and brought things to her. In addition
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there was an old slave woman, in charge of the other slaves, who came and stayed with my master’s daughter. The
three of us stayed together until the daughter recovered.
One day as I was sitting in the room near the entrance to the compound, I began scratching in the sand, thinking
that I might find a piece of kola nut, and I discovered a hole. I kept digging until I hit something hard underneath—a
piece of a pot. I pulled it out and saw that I had accidentally found some cowries. When I saw that there was a large
number of cowries, I left them alone. I went and called the old woman and said,
“Look at the cowries I found. But I don’t know whose they are.” I was speaking Hausa, but since she could not
understand Hausa, I just said,
“It was God who showed this to me.”
She took all of the cowries—about a hundred, I think—and only gave me eight. Unquestionably the cowries
belonged to someone else. She went and bought herself something with them. When people questioned this woman
about the cowries, she said that I had taken them. I told them I had found the cowries, but that she had taken them
away from me and had only given me eight. So they didn’t say any more about it and let the matter drop.
Once I went to a compound where there was a woman from my town. There was also a Hausa boy at her place.
Both of them knew Hausa, but since they had come to Bornu they had almost forgotten how to speak it. I used to
go and see them. Once when I had gone, my mistress came and saw me talking with her. She caught hold of me,
took off my robe, and tied me up with her cloth. I cried and trembled with fear. She said to her son in Kanuri,
"Kalur kude shiga jer," which means
“Bring chains and put him in them.”
I could understand very little of Kanuri, but that much I understood. Then her son went into the room to look
for the chains. When I heard him grab the chains, I started to tremble. I carefully loosened the knot, and while she
was chatting in Kanuri I ran away.
I sped to my master’s wife and threw myself at her feet. She said to me,
“Be still!”
I was speaking in Hausa, so she couldn't understand anything I was saying. She called a slave who understood
Hausa, whereupon I told her everything that had happened. Shortly thereafter, I saw that other woman enter the
house. She told my master’s wife what she had thought. A girl who understood [Kanuri and] Hausa overheard them
and related their conversation to me in Hausa. She said,
“That woman thought that, because you were talking with a slave from your town, you were planning to run
away with her.”
I think I didn’t even reply. I just went out and sat down, and then she finally left.
While I stayed in that household I didn’t do anything, even though there was work waiting for me, since they
wanted me to rest up from my journey from Zinder to Kukawa. When I had rested, they took me to where my
master’s slaves were house-building. They were building a new compound there. I carried earth along with those
who were building the house. At certain times, we would go and look after the horses, but in the evenings I would
always return to the house. Sometimes we would go into the city to get tuwo\fn{The staple food of Northern Nigeria,
made from guinea corn, millet, or rice, and served with butter and/or sauce } to eat. In Kanuri, they call this kind of tuwo with
sauce bargashi. When we had finished, we would go back to carrying earth.
After a while, I heard that my master was coming from Zinder with his slaves and concubines. All of us left the
new compound and waited for him at the old house. In the evening, we heard them coming by the beating of the
drums. That night we ate delicious tuwo with honey and butter. We welcomed them and then we returned to our new
compound.
The next morning, my master came to see how we were doing with this house. When he came and saw me, he
said,
“Barka Gana, how have you been?” I replied,
“Very well, thank you.” There were two or three rooms in that compound where he always used to go to rest.
I heard that I was to be given away because of a debt. I was told this by a boy who spoke Kanuri. I said all
right. One day when an Arab came, the boy said to me,
“Do you see that white man? That’s who you are going to be given to.” I said to myself,
“What can I do? I don’t know what to do.” The boy said to me,
“When you see that white man coming, go into the bush and hide and don’t come out until evening.”
But I didn’t pay close attention to what he was saying. Some time later, the man came when my master was
also there. All of us slaves assembled and then they called me. The Arab examined my eyes, my tongue, my
hands, and even my feet. When he had finished looking, they began to talk, although I didn’t know what they
were saying. The Arab mounted his horse. Then they said to me,
“Go with him.”
111

“Why?” I asked. They said to me in Hausa,
“Go and fetch some wood from his house.” I told them,
“You’re lying. I know that you’ve sold me.”
*
I went with the Arab—that is to say, my new master—all the way to his house in the city. He took me to his wife
and she looked at me. He called one of his slaves who spoke Hausa and said to her,
“Ask him where he comes from.” I answered,
“Hausaland.”
She showed me where she and her husband lived and ate their meals, and I stayed there with them. She treated
me as if I were her own son. In the mornings, I would go to the bush with two other slaves to find firewood and
bring it home. Sometimes, we went to gather grass. Once the Arab asked me if I would take his horse to Kano to
sell it. I refused, explaining,
“I’m a slave myself. If I should go to sell a horse, won’t they sell me instead of the horse?”
While I was in the Arab’s household, a native man named Ibrahim came to his house. He asked my master if he
would let me go on a trip to Kanem. I think he agreed to let me go, although I could not understand what they were
saying since I didn’t speak any Kanuri or Arabic. My master and this man Ibrahim went ahead, and I followed them
until we reached the house of a man called Tabib, where Ibrahim lived. Ibrahim was this man’s servant.
When we entered the house I saw that supplies for traveling had been prepared. As we were sitting there, I saw a
tall man come out. His face and hands were all white like paper. He had a red fez on his head, a long beard, and was
wearing a white robe. He was looking me over. I was as afraid as if he were about to eat me. There was another man
there named Yamadugana, which means “Little Mohammed,” who spoke fluent Hausa. He asked me if I wanted to go
with them to Kanem and lead my master’s camel. Then he added that dates were found there in large quantities.
They supposed that if they said that, I would be willing to lead my master’s camel there in order to get dates to
eat, but I wouldn’t agree. They kept urging me, but I would hear nothing of it. My master and I returned to the
house and slept.
In the morning, he gave me a daura, a slipover white shirt that we call taguwa in Hausa, and said,
“Put it on.”
When I had put it on, we went to the house where we had been the previous day. They lined up the
camels; then they gave me a rope to lead the camels out. We left town and went on until we were in the midst
of the bush.
3
Whenever my master went hunting, I saw him put the long metal rod in his gun, and watched him as he
moved carefully. Once, when he saw a bird in the shrubs, he shot it and called to me,
“Barka, Barka!”
I ran and picked up the bird, but we couldn’t find the gun rod. I took the bird to his ser vant, who cooked it
and brought it back. I think he ate it with his friend Abdul Karim. We spent that night in the bush because
there was no town nearby.
The next morning we got up and reached a town called Yo where we stayed for three or four days. Yo is a
town near the lake,\fn{ Lake Chad} and so there were many very good fish to eat. They fished in groups. They
would enter the water with two large gourd containers and a small stick. Whenever they caught a large fish,
they would crack its head with the stick. We stayed in that town until we found some companions who were
going to Kanem. We crossed the river with them and eventually reached Kanem.
The people of Kanem came out to meet us, greeted us, and then returned to their houses. In the evening, the
chief sent us some camel’s milk, which we drank until we had had enough. We gave what was left over to the
horses. They drank it and ate grass. We ate tuwo and dates and then went to sleep.
In the morning we heard screams from a pit trap. The men mounted their horses and the herdsmen drove their
camels home; however, when they didn’t find anything, they came back and ignored the matter. We spent another
day there, then we left and went to another place, where we stopped.
The people of Kanem do not stay in one place. Wherever they may be on Friday, the next day they will get up
and go somewhere else, (in other words, they never stay anywhere longer than a week). They do not have farms;
rather, they subsist on camel’s milk. The chief had about twenty cows, and his horses were good and fast.
After we had settled there, I heard that our companions wanted to make war. They were going to raid some
people a day’s journey from Kanem, who were Tubu of sorts. When they made their preparations, they carried
nothing on their camels except empty sacks. We also took two camels from our household. We loaded them with a
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tent and food and went along with the Kanem people. Night came while we were traveling. We stopped to sleep
but didn’t light fires lest they be seen in the night.
We got up in the middle of the night. I mounted a camel belonging to a Kanem man and galloped with another
boy. Soon I tired of racing so I got down and went on foot with my master’s camel. They stopped again, rested for
a little while, then started again. The horsemen, however, went ahead to battle. Some of them captured slaves, and
others came away with cattle and goats. We went forward to meet them, whereupon they left the booty with us.
They rode ahead until they came to a large town. When they saw how large the town was and the people coming out,
they said to them,
“We haven’t come to make war on your town.”
The people withdrew to their town, but they were cleverer than we. When our men came back, they found that
we had dismounted, so we spent the entire day there. Tabib and Abdul Karim drank coffee under the shade of an
oxhide, while we ate dates.
The men of the city hid their wives and children and cattle. They gathered all their belongings and carried them
into a thicket of date palms. Only the men slept in town. But they did’t actually sleep, rather they lay in wait the
entire night.
Our men rose very early in the morning before sunrise and saddled their horses. They loaded their guns, then
headed toward the city. They fought, shots flying past, kiu kiu, until full daylight. The men of that town, the Tubu,
repulsed them. When we saw them rushing toward us, we said,
“Let’s get up and make a run for it because our side is being overrun.”
I mounted a camel and Tabib gave me a small box to carry. As the camel ran, the box weighed me down until I
fell off with it. I got up with the box and started to run on foot. We climbed a hill and there we stopped until they
caught up with us. They passed the place where we had stopped to rest and where, consequently, goods had been
left. They caught up with a man and tore open his chest with a spear, and they also killed another man there.
After they pulled back, we returned to our campsite. They had taken all our things and had maliciously cut
open the sacks filled with corn. Since they took our tent along with the rest of our belongings, we had to spend the
entire day in the sun. When our chief came, he and his men galloped around our campsite three times, the chief
followed by a man who was shouting and yelling. Only then did they enter and dismount.
That is the war I saw in Kanem. There was no other place to get corn except at the place where they had
fought.
When we left Kanem, we followed our previous route, which led to Kukawa. We settled in our house which,
however, was not near the Shehu’s. One night, my old master came to take me back to his house, but Tabib
wouldn’t let him. He said he wanted to take me back to my master’s house himself. They were in the midst of
making me a white cotton robe. He told Ibrahim to saddle his horse and that when it was saddled, he would mount
by the door, which he did. Ibrahim went ahead of me, following Tabib on horseback, while I followed behind.
When we all reached my master’s house Ibrahim called my master, who came out and spoke with him in Arabic. I
think Tabib gave him some money. Then I entered the house. When my master’s wife saw me she was very
pleased. Tabib and Ibrahim had returned to their house.
When my master sat down in his room, he called me and told me to give him my robe. I took it off and gave it to
him, and I gave him my small knife as well. He took everything I had away from me and just gave me one small
robe. I went and sat down, feeling very angry. I kept saying,
“May God send me back to Tabib’s household!”
*
After I had stayed in his house for a little while, he sold me to another man, an Arab like himself, and so I fell into
the hands of a new master. His name was Bohal, I think, and he lived in the Arab quarter. Every day, he would go out
for a ride and I would follow him, so that when he dismounted I could hold the horse for him. I liked this new master
of mine because he was good-natured. He liked many people in Kukawa and many people knew and liked him.
After some days had passed, I saw Ibrahim at my master’s house. He asked me if I would like to return to
Tabib’s househéld. I said I would. He informed me,
“Tabib likes you enough to buy you.” I said,
“I’d be very happy if he would buy me.”
He asked my master if he would be willing to sell me, and he said yes. He asked him how much money he wanted.
I think he agreed to sell me for fifteen silver dollars. He went and told Tabib and soon after he returned to us with
the money in a piece of cloth. He poured it on the ground and they counted it and found it to be correct. Ibrahim
called me and we left. As we were going, we had a talk. He said to me,
“Now you are no longer a slave.” But I didn’t believe it until we reached Tabib’s house.
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He came out and I greeted him. He could speak a little bit of Hausa. They called for a mallam named Madiarimami and another mallam as well. They wrote out a certificate for me; then someone said,
“Give him his certificate.” But Madiarimanii said,
“If you give it to him he will lose it since he is just a boy. It would be better if you gave it to Tabib to hold for
him until he grows up.”
So they gave it to him. He said to me,
“Now you are free, you are no longer a slave.”
I thanked him. I was extremely happy that I had been placed in his hands.
*
At night Tabib spread out a mat for me to sleep on in his room. He, on the other hand, slept on a bed. In the
morning, I would go out and wash my face. He told his servant to teach me how to make coffee, after which I used
to make the coffee and wash the things he drank it in. Sometimes when his horse was saddled, I would go with him
to the house of the vizier, Haj Bashir, the Shehu’s top councilor. When we left there, he would go to the house of
another friend of his named Athaji, and then return home. Whenever he stopped, I would take care of the horse
until he came out again, and so on until we finally returned home. Sometimes he and Abdul Karim went to the
Shehu's palace. The Shehu used to give them horses and camels and food.
During the time I stayed with Tabib, he went out every morning and evening for a breath of air. He would take
his gun and sling it around his neck, and we would go hunting. He had an excellent eye for hunting. Whenever he
saw a bird or a gazelle he would kill it. I held his horse whenever he dismounted. When the sun began to set we
would return home.
Once we went to a town near Lake Chad where he had a friend. We went hunting there with his servant Ibrahim
and his Kanembu friend. He shot a number of birds at the lake. We even found gunshot in a bird’s heart. There
were even hippopotamuses swimming in the lake. When we finished hunting we returned home. We left his friend
in his own town and went back to Kukawa. The next morning, after a rain, we went back to Lake Chad. We met his
friend there and then went on to the lake. We found that the fish had come out because there was so much water.
Normally they hide in a place where there is only a little bit of water. We caught a great many and tied them on the
back of the horse. Even the dog as catching fish.
Some of the fish we speared. Whenever Tabib’s friend speared a fish he would say to him, “Nojirra nojinni?” and
Tabib would answer, “Nojin,” which means,
“Do I know how to spear fish or don’t I!”
“Yes, you certainly do.”
As we were coming out of the water, I saw a large fish. I went and caught it but it slipped from my grasp. Then
Tabib’s friend came and pierced it with his spear. We carried the fish and put them on the back of the horse; then we
returned to Kukawa. The cook fried them and we ate until we were completely full. What was left we put away
until the next day.
After we had been there some months, we loaded up one of our camels with goods and prepared to travel to
Gujba. Accompanying us were two of Tabib’s servants, a servant of the Shehu, and a deaf slave whom the Shehu
had sent to lead the way and take us to Gujba. We stayed in Gujba perhaps a month, then we left and went on to
another town whose name I have forgotten. There were many huge boulders in that town as well as many date
palms. We slept there.
When we got up in the morning we went and climbed on a very high rock. When the people of the town saw us
on the rock they sent someone to call and tell us to come down. When we climbed down and reentered the town,
we discovered crowds of people talking heatedly and milling around because of us. They were angry because no
one is allowed to climb up on that rock. I think that these people were Mandara, although I couldn’t understand
their language. We didn’t stay there long because their chief was ill; nevertheless he sent us corn for our horse and
tuwo for ourselves.
As we were returning to Kukawa, one of our camels became ill, but we didn’t know what kind of sickness it had.
When we came to a small town we unloaded it, and it died there. When it was about to die, they cut its throat with a
knife and killed it. When they were carrying away the meat, there was a large amount of blood, so we figured out
that it was an excess of blood that had killed it. Thus if we had bled it, it would not have died. They carried the meat
away and everyone took his share home. Tabib told the Shehu of Bornu’s courtier to go and ask the chief of this
town to let us have two pack oxen to carry our loads. The Shehu’s servant told the chief and the chief complied
with the request. We thanked him and went on to Kukawa.
While we were in Kukawa, my master called one of his servants to saddle his horse for him. When the horse had
been saddled, he mounted it and Abbega, one of his servants, carried his gun and they rode out. In the afternoon, before
the sun went down, they arrived at a lake not very far from Kukawa. It was a campsite where merchants who came
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from Fezzan used to stop. They would rest there while some of their men went to look for housing. When they located
houses, they would load up their camels and come into the city.
While there Tabib saw a white bird he wanted to shoot, so he took his gun from Abbega. He got up, followed it, and
shot at it. He ran without catching it and his shoes got stuck in the mud. He didn’t catch the bird, so he got out of the
mud, but without his shoes. Abbega went to look for them and I think he found them and washed them. Then Tabib put
them on again. I think this is what happened. I wasn’t there with them but this is what Abbega told me when they came
home.
That night, my master began to have chills. A few days passed and his illness became more serious. He said that
we ought to move to a Kanembu town near Lake Chad named Maduwari, where his friend lived. He supposed that if
he went there he would feel better, then the next day he could go and bathe in the lake.
But that night he didn’t sleep at all. In the morning, Abbega and I mourned for him. Someone was sent to Kukawa
to inform Abdul Karim, but he did not tell him that Tabib was dead, only that he should come and see how he was. On
the way, Ibrahim and Abdul Karim passed some men coming from the town where we were. They asked them,
“Is the stranger dead?” They answered,
“Yes, he is dead.”
Then Abdul Karim started galloping his horse and didn’t stop until he reached us. When he got down from his
horse, he went and shed tears over Tabib. After a while, he came to us and told Abbega and me not to cry:
whatever Tabib had done for us he would do the same. We replied that that was fine.
Abdul Karim asked Tabib’s friend where he should be buried. He said,
“Let’s, bury him under that tree.”
It was a big tree; I think it was an acacia. The ground around the acacia was very hard. They dug a grave there,
about two feet deep, I think. His friend sent some boys and women to bring water in order to wash him. His friend
was feeling great compassion. Not a single one of the people who were carrying the water felt like talking. When they
had brought the water, they lifted him up and washed him, then they wrapped him in a white cloth. Abdul Karim
spread out a rug and put many other things in the grave before they placed him in it. They put in a big wooden
bowl, then they laid branches neatly across the mouth of the grave, added leaves, and poured in earth. When he
was buried, they cut trees and thorns and laid them over the grave.
When we finished, we left and got ready to return to Kukawa. One of his friends came and said to Abdul
Karim,
“Now that your friend is dead, don’t snub us.” He smiled and answered,
“I won’t snub you.”
Tabib had one servant who was in charge of all the servants. But he was a thief. As soon as our master died, he took
our master’s keys and went and stole money from among his things. Abdul Karim didn’t know about it, but when he
looked for the money, he couldn’t find it. He called Ibrahim and said to him,
“I think you took this money.”
Ibrahim insisted that he had not taken it. Abdul Karim said that if he did not return the money he was going to take
him to the Shehu. I think this is what happened. He did get some of the money back but not all of it. Abdul Karim
threw him out of his house because he was a thief. And so we stayed with Abdul Karim and looked after him as we had
looked after Tabib. …
290.124 1. Letter to Mrs. Schoen (November 13 [1856?]) 2. Letter to Mrs. Schoen (October 3, 1860) 3. Letter
to Mrs. Schoen (November 22, 1860) 4. Letter to Mrs. Schoen (March 16, 1861) 5. Letter to Mrs. Schoen (undated, but written in the Spring of 1861) 6. To Queen Victoria (April 12 [1861]) 7. Letter to Mrs. Schoen (December 13, 1867) 8. Excerpt from a Letter to Mrs. Schoen (April 22, 1868) 9. Letter to Mrs. Schoen (April 7,
1880)\fn{by Sarah Forbes Bonetta (1843-1880)} Okeadan Village, Ogun State, Nigeria (F) 3\fn{What follows is the text of
the letters, less their greetings and closings, which are treated here as extraneous parts of a literary form, no proper substance for computer
analysis:H}

1
I arrived yesterday afternoon at Windsor. Lady Phipps met me at the station in the chariot with Mrs. Mallett’s
little girl Eva.
Charlie is much better. it seems he had been very ill.
Albert is at home and is a very gentlemanly little fellow. Harriet and Col. Phipps are in Norfolk so I got dear
Mama Phipps all to myself.
Was it not kind of the Queen—she sent to know if I had arrived last night as she wishes to see me some morn115

ing.
I am going out in the Pony carriage with Mama presently. She asked me if you brought me to London and
when she found that we had had to wait said we might have gone to St. James’s palace to wait.
Col. Cavendish came to see Lady P. last night, she introduced me to him.
2
We arrived safely last evening. Mr. Vidal met us at the station before Hailsham. We reached the Vicarage at 10
minutes after 7. It was fully 2 hours ride in the train from London Bridge.
I have only 10/6 pence from the 2 pounds you gave us before we started. Besides the tickets I used 3 pence for
some cakes and 6 pence for visiting cards and 6 pence this morning for stamps. Will you send me some more
money please. … I hope Colonel Phipps will not be angry at my traveling expenses.
Shall I write to Lady Phipps to let her know that I am here?
Has Fanny Pratt written to you since their precipitate retreat, to say how they peformed their journey to Lon don. When I see her won’t I give Fanny a lecture for their shameful and shabby behav ior. I hope if I do go to see
her that Thomas Spitsburg will not be there at all, otherwise I shall wish myself further.
We arrived too late last night to write, for the post leaves at 6 o’clock and we did not arrive till past 7 o’clock.
Mrs. Vidal is rather anxious to see the Princess Alice’s letter, it is in my desk.
Will you please tell Miss Norris how sorry I am at having brought her thimble with me. My love to her.
Mr. and Mrs. Vidal desire their very kind regards to you and with much love to yourself and kisses to the dear
children and regards to Dad.
3
I am now writing to you at 10 o’clock at night in haste to ask you to get my black silk dress altered and re trimmed as the Court is in mourning and I dare not appear before the Queen in colours. I go to Mrs. Brown’s before on Saturday & do not in the least know when the Queen will send for me, not before Sunday I am sure as she
knows that Lady Phipps is not well.
Could you possibly get Mrs. Foster to alter retrim my dress & have it sent to Windsor by Wednesday morning
early or Tuesday night which would be best I think. Do try if you can possibly manage it. I should like the skirt
lengthened by 2 inches at the back & 1 in front. The bottom of the dress I should like bound with black velvet nice
& deep, nearly as deep as this envelope. The body will want something done to it under the arms and the sleeves a
little more trimmed with some of the bows down the front.
Bye the bye, I should like some velvet buttons all down the whole dress (though it is not absolutely necessary).
I should not in the least like to borrow a dress from Harriet to see the Queen in. She would no like it at all.
Please send me a pair of black kid gloves.
I should have written for my dress before but thought I might borrow one. Since I’ve seen her my mind’s altered. (I am so sorry to hurry you so much, but Lady P ought to have told about the Court being in mourning before I came). I’ll pay for the gloves.
The dress had better come in a paper parcel (being a plain skirt it won’t hurt) to me directed. My name, Dr.
Brown’s, Windsor. It will be sure to find me there.
Harriet & Col. P came home this evening. She enquired after you & is very kind. With best love to all, yourself
of course included.
I have been writing this in my bedroom when everyone else is asleep. Please send in the parcel the black lace
off my green bonnet & the black trimming off the one I brought with me. Don’t forget them please.
4
I have been in a state of mental misery & indecision ever since your 2 nd letter arrived yesterday. I should have
sat down to write to you the moment it arrived, but remembered that you would have said “take time to consider.”
I shall now tell you truly what my thoughts & feelings are, with regard to Mr. Davies.
You remember perhaps when he proposed a year ago, 1 said I could never either love or marry him, and I
thought it impossible for us to make each other happy. Had I cared for him, age would never have come in the
way of my decision. It would be wicked I think, were I to accept him, when there are others that I prefer.
It is useless expecting perfection, but at the same time I do not feel that our two disposi tions would mix well
together. I don’t feel a particle of love for him & never have done so, though now it is a year since he last asked
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me.
What am I to do? Please tell me dear Mama & don’t say “decide as you feel.” I have prayed & asked for guid ance but it doesn’t come, & the feeling of perfect indifference to him returns with greater force.
I am quite stupid & don’t know what to do, because I know that there are many of my friends who would say
accept him, as then you would have a home & protector & not be obliged to stay at Miss Welsh’s for an indefinite
time.
Others would say “He is a good man & though you don’t care about him now, will soon learn to love him.”
That, I believe, I never could do.
I know that the generality of people would say he is rich & your marrying him would at once make you inde pendent, and I say
“Am I to barter my peace of mind for money?”
No —never!
5
I kept my composure very well ’till I went into my desolate little pigsty alone, & then I had a regular outburst,
which I tried hard to overcome.
Don’t worry yourself at my writing in this way, for I cannot help it. My head would burst I think if I sat think ing about it all. It ached fearfully last night & is playing the same game this morning.
6
I was very grieved indeed to hear of the loss Your Majesty had sustained in the death of the Duchess of Kent
and beg to offer my very sincere sympathy. I should have written to Your Majesty before but thought it would be
intruding on your grief.
I am now with Miss Welsh and hope to be happy here. Though I cannot help feeling very sorry to leave my
dear kind friends Mr. & Mrs. Schoen, with whom I have resided since my return from Africa.
I feel indeed very grateful to them for their unremitting kindness to me. I should be very pleased to show my
gratitude to them in some way. They are, and have always been, such sincere friends to my poor Country. The
state of affairs out there is very distressing to me.
I feel deeply Your Majesty's kindness to & interest in me, and hope & trust that I shall never prove ungrateful
for all that I have received from you.
7
Please thank Cordelia for her letter. I cannot write two letters to each of youk so this one must do.
We are well, but dear Victoria has a cough that she brought with her.
We went to see the Queen on Monday & Vic was sent for again on Wednesday. She and Mr. Brown went up
yesterday & returned with a beautiful doll. The conversation was all about Captain D & myself, so out of delicacy
I was not asked to go up.
They were all Charmed with the child, & the Queen gave her on Monday a dear gold locket with a bril liant on
it & her likeness inside. …
Victoria has just been to have her photo done for the Queen—’tis to be colored. You cannot think how affected
they all were with her, & yesterday Prince Leopold took possession of her & the Queen gave her sweets. No one
saw her with Her Majesty yesterday except the Prince and Psses.
I hope all are well, I suppose it is terribly cold as usual.
8
The fact is James is infinitely to good & kind to everybody, & he is not appreciated, & when he does anything,
people detract him as a matter of course, & I think it is his duty—to labor for the benefit of others but because
they are all jealous of his position & influence they are only too ready to cry him down & abuse him, but thank
you, that will not hurt him for he knows in whom he has trusted & is safe. …
9
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I received a letter from you at Lagos the Sunday, as I started for this Island the next Tuesday, and since being
here so ill as I was have been obliged to keep quiet; writing which I always liked has become also a task.
I nearly died in Lagos this last illness I had in January, & the cough I told you of, seeming rather to increase
than otherwise. My poor husband who has had enough trouble to kill two ordinary men, made up his mind at the
instigation of the doctor to send me here\fn{ Madeira} for some months change & here I am with Stella & her nurse
for an indefinite period. The day after tomorrow makes one month since our arrival.
I am slowly picking up strength, but the cold winds, which even here is to be felt sometimes, do not improve
the cough, still it is much better to what it was in Lagos. The doctor says he will cure me in six months, & you
must know, that my lungs are affected besides my throat being sore from the irritation of coughing.
Stella keeps well & seems quite to like Madeira. Is not that fortunate? I think it agrees with her.
I have not seen much of the place, as the doctor forbids my walking far or even much driving. There are beautiful mountains all around us & lovely flowers, such excursions one could make here climbing over the mountains
to the other side.
There are two or three nice family parties in this hotel staying, they are all very pleasant.
Last week Mrs. Burton from the Female Institution or as it is now termed the “Annie Walsh Memorial School”
arrived on two months sick leave. I never knew her before only her sister who died at Lagos, Mrs. Faulkner.
I heard from Victoria, it seems she is in England; the climate of that part of France she was at not agreeing with
her; whether she will return there or not is uncertain, but she would not return to that school in any case I fancy.
Meanwhile she will keep quiet and regain her strength at Mrs. Christie’s and will be studying at home quietly till
her father decides what is to be done.
I should like her to perfect the languages German & French & her music. It is only in the two countries one
can accomplish this, I know. We have nothing to give her but a good education which will always make her independent.
268.192 Excerpt from The History Of The Yorubas: From The Earliest Times To The Beginning Of The
British Protectorate\fn{by Samuel Johnson (1846-1901)} Freetown, Sierra Leone (M) 7\fn{The author was, however, the
son of a recaptive resident of the Kingdom of Oyo, and in 1857 he moved with his family to Ibadan, Nigeria, where he attained his
majority. There is a similar case in Liberia, involving an American who was taken in 1851 at the age of 16 by his mother from Maryland in
the United States to Virginia, Liberia, where he also grew to manhood. I have exempted them from the strictness of the birth rule. Samuel
Johnson’s history took him twenty years to write, and the result has been favorably compared in breadth and scope to Gibbon’s Decline and
Fall of the Roman Empire. Benjamin Anderson, the Liberian from my country, was one of the first explorers to enter the Western Mandingo
country; his discoveries essentially laid the foundation for Liberian commerce in this region; and he was besides three times Secretary of
the Treasury, Secretary of the Interior, and a military officer, official surveyor, diplomat, cartographer and professor of mathematics—taken
together, tremendous accomplishments which arguably could not have been successfully attempted either in his state of origin or probably
in the country of his birth until well into my own lifetime. | The unfortunate problems in publishing Rev. Johnson’s original manuscript do
not affect its inclusion in the Protocol for World Peace. That it was virtually rewritten from his notes and rough drafts are of no matter; for
they were recast by Rev. Johnson’s younger brother, and what is of import here is that he was a male, and born in the 19 th century (or close
enough to it to have been completely surrounded culturally by its milieu); and that the work in question is of almost legendary importance.
H}

The origin of the Yoruba nation is involved in obscurity. Like the early history of most nations the commonly
received accounts are for the most part purely legendary. The people being unlettered, and the language unwritten
all that is known is from traditions carefully handed down.
The National Historians are certain families retained by the King at Oyo whose office is hereditary, they also
act as the King’s bards, drummers, and cymbalists; it is on them we depend as far as possible for any reliable
information we now possess; but, as may be expected their accounts often vary in several important particulars.
We can do no more than relate the traditions which have been universally accepted.
The Yorubas are said to have sprung from Lamurudu, one of the kings of Mecca whose offspring were :—
Oduduwa, the ancestor of the Yorubas, the Kings of Gogobiri and of the Kukawa, two tribes in the Hausa country.
It is worthy of remark that these two nations, notwithstanding the lapse of time since their separation and in spite
of the distance from each other of their respective localities, still have the same distinctive tribal marks on their
faces, and Yoruba travellers are free amongst them and vice versa each recognising each other as of one blood.
At what period of time Lamurudu reigned is unknown but from the accounts given of the revolution among his
descendants and their dispersion, it appears to have been a considerable time after Mahomet. We give the accounts
as they are related:
The Crown Prince Oduduwa relapsed into idolatry during his father’s reign, and as he was possessed of great
influence, he drew many after him. His purpose was to transform the state religion into paganism, and hence he
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converted the great mosque of the city into an idol temple, and this Asara, his priest, who was himself an image
maker, studded with idols.
Asara had a son called Braima who was brought up a Mohammedan. During his minority he was a seller of his
father’s idols, an occupation which he thoroughly abhorred, but which he was obliged to engage in. But in
offering for sale his father’s handiwork, he usually invited buyers by clling out:
“Who would purchase falsehood?”
A premonition this of what the boy will afterwards become.
By the influence of the Crown Prince a royal mandate was issued ordering all the men to go out hunting for
three days before the annual celebration of the festivals held in honour of these gods. When Braima was old
enough he seized the opportunity of one of such absences from the town of those who might have opposed him to
destroy the gods whose presence had caused the sacred mosque to become desecrated. The axe with which the
idols were hewed in pieces was left hanging on the neck of the chief idol, a huge thing in human shape. Enquiry
being made, it was soon discovered who the iconoclast was, and when accosted, he gave replies which were not
unlike those which Joash gave to the Abiezrites who had accused his son Gideon of having performed a similar
act (see Judges 6:28-33). Said Braima,
“Ask that huge idol who did it.” The men replied,
“Can he speak?”
“Then,” said Braima, “why do you worship things which cannot speak?”
He was immediately ordered to be burnt alive for this act of gross impiety. A thousand loads of wood were
collected for a stake, and several pots of oil were brought for the purpose of firing the pile.
This was signal for a civil war. Each of the two parties had powerful followers, but the Mohammedan party
which was hitherto suppressed had the upper hand, and vanquished their opponents. Lamurudu the King was
slain, and all his children, with those who sympathized with them, were expelled from the town. The Princes who
became Kings of Gogobiri and [were] of the Kukawa went westwards, and Oduduwa eastwards. The latter
travelled 90 days from Mecca, and after wandering about finally settled down at Ile Ife, where he met with Agboniregun (or Setilu), the founder of the Ifa worship.
Oduduwa and his children had escaped with two idols to Ile Ife. Sahibu, being sent with an army to destroy or
reduce them to submission, was defeated, and amongst the booty secured by the victors was a copy of the Qur’an.
This was afterwards preserved in a temple and was not only venerated by succeeding generations as a sacred relic,
but is even worshipped to this day under the name of Idi, signifying Something tied up.
Such is the commonly received account among this intelligent although unlettered people. But traces of error
are very apparent on the face of this tradition. The Yorubas are certainly not of the Arabian family, and could not
have come from Mecca—that is to say the Mecca universally known in history, and no such accounts as the above
are to be found in the records of Arabian writers of any kings of Mecca; an event of such importance could hardly
have passed unnoticed by their historians. But then it may be taken for granted that all such accounts and
traditions have in them some basis in actual facts, nor is the subject under review exempted from the general rule,
and this will become apparent on a closer study of the accounts.
That the Yorubas came originally from the East there cannot be the slightest doubt, as their habits, manners and
customs, etc., all go to prove. With them the East is Mecca and Mecca is the East. Having strong affinities with
the East, and Mecca in the East looming so largely in their imagination, everything that comes from the East, with
them, comes from Mecca, and hence it is natural to represent themselves as having hailed originally from that
city.
The only written record we have on this subject is that of the Sultan Belo of Sokoto, the founder of that city,
the most learned if not the most powerful of the Fulani sovereigns that ever bore rule in the Soudan. Capt.
Clapperton (Travels and Discoveries in Northern and Central Africa, 1822-1824) made the acquaintance of this
monarch. From a large geographical and historical work by him, Capt. Clapperton made a copious extract, from
which the following is taken:
Yarba is an extensive province containing rivers, forests, sands and mountains, as also a great many wonderful and
extraordinary things. In it, the talking green bird called babaga (parrot) is found.
By the side of this province there is an anchorage or harbour for the ships of the Christians, who used to go there
and purchase slaves. These slaves were exported from our country and sold to the people of Yarba, who resold them to
the Christians.
The inhabitants of this province (Yarba) it is supposed originated from the remnant of the children of Canaan, who
were of the tribe of Nimrod. The cause of their establishment in the West of Africa was, as it is stated, in consequence
of their being driven by Yar-rooba, son of Kahtan, out of Arabia to the Western Coast between Egypt and Abyssinia.
From that spot they advanced into the interior of Africa, till they reach Yarba where they fixed their residence. On their
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way they left in every place they stopped at, a tribe of their own people. Thus it is supposed that all the tribes of the
Soudan who inhabit the mountains are originated from them as also are the inhabitants of Ya-ory. Upon the whole, the
people of Yarba are nearly of the same description as those of Noofee (Nupe).\fn{Vide Narratives of Travels and
Discoveries, by Major Denham and Capt. Clapperton, 1826. Appendix XII, Sec. IV; A Tropical Dependency, by Flora
L. Shaw (Lady Lugard), 1905, pp. 227-228}

In the name Lamurudu (or Namurudu) we can easily recognize a dialectic modification of the name Nimrod.
Who this Nimrod was, whether Nimrod surnamed “the strong” the son of Hasoûl, or Nimrod the “mighty hunter”
of the Bible, or whether both descriptions belong to one and the same person, we cannot tell, but this extract not
only confirms the tradition of their origin but also casts a side light on the legend. Arabia is probably the “Mecca’
of our tradition. It is known that the descendants of Nimrod (Phoenicians) were led in war to Arabia, that they
settled there, and from thence they were driven by a religious persecution to Africa. We have here also the origin
of the term Yoruba, from Yarba, their first permanent settlement in Africa. Yarba is the same as the Hausa term
Yarriba for Yoruba.
It is very curious that in the history of Mahomet we read of a similar flight of his first converts from Mecca to
the East Coast of Africa (the first Hegira), due also to a religious persecution; this fact will serve to show that
there is nothing improbable in the accounts as received by tradition. Again, that they emigrated from Upper Egypt
to Ile Ife may also be proved by those sculptures commonly known as the “Ife Marbles,” several of which may be
seen at Ile Ife to this day, said to be the handiwork of the early ancestor of the race. They are altogether Egyptian
in form. The most notable of them is what is known as the “Opa Qranyan,” (Oranyan’s staff), an obelisk standing
on the site of Oranyan’s supposed grave, having characters cut in it which suggest a Phoeni cian origin. Three or
four of these sculptures may now be seen in the Egyptian Court of the British Museum, showing at a glance that
they are among kindred works of art.
From these statements and traditions, whether authentic or mythologic, the only safe deductions we can make
as to the most probable origin of the Yorubas are:
1. That they sprang from Upper Egypt, or Nubia.
2. That they were subjects of the Egyptian conqueror Nimrod, who was of Phoenician origin, and that they
followed him in his wars of conquest as far as Arabia, where they settled for a time. How subjects term
themselves “children” or offspring of their sovereigns is too well-known in this country, as we shall see in the
course of this history.
3. That from Arabia they were driven, on account of their practising there their own form of worship, which
was either paganism or more likely a corrupt form of Eastern Christianity (which allowed of image worship—so
distasteful to Moslems).
Again, the name of the priest “Asara” is also a peculiar one; it is so much like “Anasara”, a term which
Moslems generally applied to Christians (which signifies “followers of the Nazarene”), as to make it probable that
the revolution spoken of was in connection rather with Mohammedanism, and the corrupt form of Christianity of
those days.
Lastly, the sacred relic called Idi, from its being bound up and preserved, and which is supposed to have been a
copy of the Qur’an, is probably another error. Copies of the Qur’an abound in this country, and they are not
venerated thus, and why should this have become an object of worship?
The sacred book of the party opposed to them! One can hardly resist coming to the conclusion that the book
was not the Qur’an all, but a copy of the Holy Scriptures in rolls, the form in which ancient manuscripts were
preserved. The Qur’an being the only sacred book known to later generations which have lost all contact with
Christianity for centuries after the great emigration into the heart of Africa, it is natural that their historians should
at once jump to the conclusion that the thing bound up was the Qur’an. It might probably then be shown that the
ancestors of the Yorubas, hailing from Upper Egypt, were either Coptic Christians, or at any rate that they had
some knowledge of Christianity. If so, it might offer a solution of the problem of how it came about that
traditional stories of the creation, the deluge, of Elijah, and other scriptural characters are current amongst them,
and indirect stories of our Lord, termed “son of Moremi.”
But let us continue the story as given by tradition.
Oduduwa and his sons swore a mortal hatred of the Moslems of their country, and were determined to avenge
themselves of them; but the former died at Ile If before he was powerful enough to march against them. His eldest
son Okànbi, commonly called Idekoseroake, also died there, leaving behind him seven princes and princesses
who afterwards became renowned.
From them sprang the various tribes of the Yoruba nation. His first-born was a princess who was married to a
priest, and became the mother of the famous Olowu, the ancestor of the Owus. The second child was also a
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princess who became the mother of the Alaketu, the progenitor of the Ketu people. The third, a prince, became
king of the Benin people. The fourth, the Orangun, became king of Ila; the fifth, the Onisabe, or king of the Sabes;
the sixth, Olupopo, or king of the Popos; the seventh and last born, Oranyan, who was the progenitor of the
Yorubas proper, or as they are better distinguished Oyos.
All these princes became kings who wore crowns as distinguished from those who were vassals who did not
dare to wear crowns, but coronets called Akoro, a high-crowned head-gear, embroidered with silver.
But it may be remarked that the Olowu’s father was a commoner, and not a prince of the blood, and yet he
became one of the crowned heads. The following anecdote will explain how this came about.
The Yoruba princesses had (and still have) the liberty of choosing husbands according to their fancy from any
rank in life; the King’s eldest daughter chose to marry her father’s priest, for whom she had the Olowu.
This young prince was one day playing on his grandfather’s knees, and he pulled at the crown on his head; the
indulgent parent thereupon placed it on the child’s head, but like some spoiled children, he refused to give it up
when required, and so it was left with him, the grandfather putting on another. The child had the crown on his
head until he fell asleep in his mother’s arms, when she took it off and returned it to her father, but the latter told
her to keep it for her son, as he seemed so anxious to have it. Hence the right of the Olowu to wear the crown like
his uncles. The same right was subsequently accorded to the Alaketu, i.e., the progenitor of the Ketu people.
It was stated above that Qranyan was the youngest of Oduduwa’s grandchildren, but eventually he became the
richest and most renowned of them all. How this came about is thus told by tradition:
On the death of the King, their grandfather, his property was unequally divided among his children as follows:
The King of Benin inherited his money (consisting of cowry shells); the Qrangun of Ila his wives; the King of
Sabe his cattle; the Olupopo the beads; the Olowu the garments; and the Alaketu the crowns—and nothing was
left for Qranyan but the land.
Some assert that he was absent on a warlike expedition when the partition was made, and so he was shut out of
all movable properties. Qranyan was, however, satisfied with his portion, which he proceeded forthwith to turn to
good account with the utmost skill. He held his brothers as tenants living on the land which was his; for rents he
received money, women, cattle, beads, garments, and crowns, which were his brothers’ portions, as all these were
more or less dependent on the soil, and were deriving sustenance from it. And he was the one selected to succeed
the father as King in the direct line of succession.\fn{ The reason assigned for this was that he was “born in the purple,” that is
to say born after the father had become King. This was at one time the prevailing custom for the “Aremo Oye,” i.e., the first born from the
throne, to succeed the father} To his brothers were assigned the various provinces over which they ruled more or less

independently, Oranyan himself being placed on the throne as the Alâfin, or Lord of the Royal Palace at Ile Ife.
According to another account, Oranyan had only a bit of rag left him, containing earth, 21 pieces of iron, and a
cock. The whole surface of the earth was then covered with water. Oranyan laid his portion on the surface of the
water, and placed on it the cock, which scattered the earth with his feet; the wide expanse of water became filled
up, and the dry land appeared everywhere. His brothers preferring to live on dry land rather than on the surface of
the water were permitted to do so on their paying an annual tribute for sharing with their younger brother his own
portion.
It will be noticed that both traditions attribute the land to Oranyan; hence the common saying “Alâfin l’oni ile”
(The Alâfin is the lord of the land)—the pieces of iron representing underground treasures, and the cock such as
subsist on the land.
The former account seems more probable, the latter being little else but a travesty of the story of the creation
or the flood. But it is fair to mention that the more generally received opinion is, that Oranyan became more
prosperous than his brothers owing to the fact of his living virtuously, they being given up to a life of unrestrained
licentiousness; and being also by far the bravest of them all, he was preferred above them and was seated on the
ancestral throne at Ile Ife which was then the capital of the Yoruba country.
The Alake and the Owa of Ilea are said to be nearly related to the Alâfin; the former was said to be of the same
mother with one of the earliest Alâfins. This woman was called Ejo who after wards took up her abode with her
youngest son until her death: hence the common saying “Ejo ku Ake”, Ejo died at Ake.\fn{ Ejo means a palaver. The
phrase then means a case decided at Ake is final }
The Owa of the Ijas claimed to be one of the younger brothers, but his pedigree cannot now be traced; the term
“brother” being a very elastic one in Yoruba and may be applied to any relative far or near, and even to a trusty
servant or to one adopted into the family.\fn{ A fuller account will be found under “The origin of the Ijesas.” } In olden times
when there was universal peace throughout the country, before the commencement of the destruc tive intertribal
wars which broke up the unity of the kingdom and created the tribal independence, this relationship. was
acknowledged by the Owa paying a yearly tribute of a few heads of cowries, mats and some products of his
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forests to the Alâfin, while the latter sent him presents of tobes and vests, and other superior articles well worthy
of him as an elder brother.
That the Alâfin, the Alake, and the Owa were children or grandchildren of Oranyan seems probable from the
fact that to this day none of them is considered properly installed until the sword of state, brought from Ile Ife
where Oranyan, was buried is placed in his hands.
Qranyan was a nickname of the prince, his proper name being Odede. He was a man of great physical powers.
He first obtained renown as a mighty hunter; and in process of time he also became, like Nimrod, mighty
conqueror.
*
When Oranyan was sufficiently strong, he set off for an expedition against “Mecca” to which he summoned
his brothers, to avenge the death of their great-grandfather, and the expulsion of his party from that city. He left
Adimu, one of his father’s trusty servants, in charge of the royal treasures and the charms, with a strict injunction
to observe the customary worship of the national gods Idi and Orisa Osi.
This is an office of the greatest importance pertaining to the King himself but how slaves or high servants are
often entrusted with the duties of the master himself is well-known in this country as we shall see in the course of
this history.
It is said that the route by which they came from “Mecca” and which occupied 90 days, was by this time
rendered impassable owing to an army of black ants blocking up the path, and hence, Oranyan was obliged to take
another route which led through the Nupe or Tapa country. All his brothers but the eldest joined him, but at
Igangan they quarrelled over a pot of beer and dispersed refusing to follow his lead. The eldest brother calculating
the distance through the Tapa country lost courage and went eastward promising to make his attack from that
quarter should his brother Oranyan be successful in the West.' Oranyan pushed on until he found himself on the
banks of the River Niger.
The Tapas are said to have opposed his crossing the river, and as he could not force his way through, he was
obliged to remain for a while near the banks, and afterwards resolved to retrace his steps. To return, however, to
Ile Ife was too humiliating to be thought of, and hence he consulted the King of Ibariba near whose territory he
was then encamping as to where he should make his residence. Tradition has it, that the King of Ibariba made a
charm and fixed it on a boa constrictor and advised Oranyan to follow the track of the boa and wherever it
remained for 7 days and then disappeared, there he was to build a town.
Oranyan and his army followed his directions and went after the boa up to the foot of a hill called Ajaka where
the reptile remained 7 days, and then disappeared. According to instructions Oranyan halted there, and built a
town called Oyo Ajaka. This was the ancient city of Oyo marked in ancient maps as Eyeo or Katunga (the latter
being the Hausa term for Oyo), capital of Yarriba (see Webster’s pronouncing Gazetteer). This was the Eyeo
visited by the English explorers Clapperton and the Landers.
Oranyan remained and prospered in the new home, his decendants spread East, West, and South-west; they had
a free communication with Ile Ife, and the King often sent to Adimu for whatever was required by him out of the
royal treasures for the new city.
In process of time Adimu made himself great because he was not only the worshipper of the national deities,
but also the custodian and dispenser of the King’s treasures, and he was commonly designated “Adimu Olà” i.e.
Adimu of the treasures, or “Adimu là”, i.e., Adimu is become wealthy.
But this Adimu who became of so much consequence from his performing royal functions was originally the
son of a woman condemned to death, but being found at the time of execution to be in the way of becoming a
mother she was temporarily reprieved, until the child was born. This child at its birth was dedicated to the
perpetual service of the gods, especially the god Obatala, to which his mother was to have been sacrificed. He was
said to be honest, faithful and devoted to the King as to his own father, and therefore he was loved and trusted.
When Adimu was announced to the Kings and Princes all around as the person appointed by the King to take
charge of the treasures, and to worship the national deities during his absence, it was generally asked “And who is
this Adimu?” The answer comes “Omo Oluwo ni” the son of a sacrificial victim: this is contracted to Qwoni
(Oluwo being the term for a sacrificial victim). So in subsequent years when the seat of government was removed
permanently to Oyo but not the National Deities, Adimu became supreme at Ile Ife and his successors to this day
have been termed the Olorisas, i.e. high priests or fetish worshippers to the King, and people of the whole Yoruba
nation. The name Adimu has since been adopted as the agnomen, and the term Qwoni as the title of the “Kings”
or more properly the high priests of Ife to this day, the duties of the office being not local or tribal, but national.
According to another account, after the death of Okànbi, Oranyan having succeeded and assumed the
command, emigrated to Okô where he reigned and where he died, and the seat of government was removed
thence in the reign of Sango to Qyokoro, i.e., the aforesaid ancient City of Oyo.
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Qranyan may have actually died at Oko, but his grave with an obelisk over it is certainly shown at Ile Ife to
this day. It is a custom among the Yorubas—a custom observed to this day—to pare the nails and shave the head
of any one who dies at a considerable distance from the place where they would have him buried. These relics are
taken to the place of interment, and there decently buried, the funeral obsequies being scrupulously observed as if
the corpse itself were buried there. Hence although (as we have on probable grounds assumed) Oranyan may have
died at Oko, and the art of embalming lost or unknown, his relics could thus have been taken to Ile Ift where to
this day he is supposed to have been buried. A more romantic account of his death, however, will be given in Part
II of this history.
As the Yorubas worship the dead, and have the belief that prayers offered at the grave of deceased ancestors
are potent to procure temporal blessings, all succeeding Yoruba Kings on their accession and before coronation
are expected to send to perform acts of worship at the grave of Oduduwa and to receive the benedic tion of the
priest. The sword of justice known as Ida Oranyan (Qranyan’s sword) is to be brought from Ile Ife and
ceremoniously placed in their hands; without this being done, the King has no authority whatever to order an
execution.
*
Oranyan’s descendants in process of time were divided into four distinct families, known by their distinctive
dialects, and forming the four provinces of Yoruba proper, viz: the Ekun Qtun, Ekun Osi, Ibolo and Epo
provinces. The Ekun Qtun and Ekun Osi or right and left, i.e., Eastern and Western, provinces, are the towns lying
to the East and West of the City of Oyo.
1. The Ekun Qtun or Western province included all the towns along the right bank of the River Ogun down to
Ibere kodo, Igana being the chief town. The other important towns are: Sàki, Oke’ho, Iseyin, Iwawun, Eruwa,
Iberekodo, etc. In this province two distinct dialects are spoken; the people inhabiting the outermost borders are
known as Ibarapas and are distinguished by a nasal twang in their speech.
2. The Ekun Osi or Metropolitan province comprised all the towns east of Oyo, including Kihisi and Igboho in
the north, Ikoyi being the chief town. Other important towns are: Ilorin Irawo, Iwere, Ogbomoso, etc., including
the Igbonas in the utmost limit eastwards, and the Igbon-nas as far as Oro. The Igbonas are distinguished by a
peculiar dialect of their own. The Ekun Osi Oyos are regarded as speaking the purest Yoruba. The ancient City of
Oyo also lies in this province.
3. The Ibolo province lies to the south-east of the Ekun Osi towns as far down as Ede, Iresa being the chief
town. The other important towns are: Ofa, Oyan, Okuku, Ikirun, Osogbo, Ido, Ilobu, Ejigbo, Ede.
4. The Epos are the towns lying to the South and South-west of Qyo, the chief town of which is Idode. Other
important towns in this division are: Masifa, Ife odan, Arà. Iwo, Ilora, Akinmoirin Fiditi, Awe, Ago Qja. They are
called Epos (i.e. weeds) because they were then in the remotest part of the kingdom, rude and uncouth in manners,
very deceitful, and far from being as loyal as the other tribes. The Owus were usually reckoned amongst them, but
they are rather a distinct tribe of Yoruba although now domiciled amongst the Egbas.
Great changes have been effected in these divisions by means of the revolutionary wars that altered the face of
the country about the early part of the 19th century.
In the Ekun Otun district, Igana has lost its importance and its place taken by Iseyin.
In the Ekun Osi, Ikoyi, the chief town has been destroyed by Ilorin, and Ilorin itself brought under foreign
allegiance by the Fulanis.
The city of Oyo now lies in ruins, its name and position being transferred to Ago Oja in the Epo district.
In the Ibolo district, Iresa has ceased to exist, being absorbed by Ilorin, and its place taken by Ofa, which in its
turn was partially destroyed by the Ilorins in 1887, with several other towns in this district.
Modakeke, a large and growing town, peopled by Oyos of the Ekun Osi, has sprung up in the Ife district just
beyond the borders of the Ibolos.
Owu has been destroyed, never more to be rebuilt.
The Epo district now includes Ibadan, Ijaye and other towns formerly belonging to the Gbaguras. Idode has
ceased to be the chief town; that position now properly belongs to Iwo, being a royal city. But Ibadan, which was
originally an Egba village, then the military station of the confederate army which destroyed the city of Owu and
the Egba villages, and afterwards a settled Oyo town, has by means of its military force assumed the lead not only
over the Epo district, but also over a large area of the country as well. It has a mixed population including every
tribe of the Yorubas.
Ijaye, formerly an Egba town, became peopled by Oyos chiefly from the Ekun Osi (Ikoyi) districts.
All these, including hundreds of important towns within the area, are peopled by Yorubas proper or Oyos as
they are generally called, and constitute the more important portion of Yoruba proper.
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The Egbas, who were for the most part off-shoots of these, and formerly living in hamlets and villages
independently of one another, have through the exigencies of these wars collected themselves from 153 hamlets or
“townships” to form one town, Abeokuta. A further account of this will be given in its place. All these are
reckoned as descendants of Oranyan.
By the advent also of the white men from the coast, the centre of light and civilization has removed to the
south, so that the Epos may soon cease to be the “weeds” of the country, as they may receive the inspiration of
civilization from the south instead of from the north as hitherto.
290.151 1. Life Of Priest Umaru (Imam Umaru) Of Kano 2. Kano\fn{by Alhaji Umaru (1858-1934)} Kano, Kano
State, Nigeria (M) 7
1
In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. May God bless the One after whom there is no Prophet.
As for me, my name is Umaru, but when I was a small [boy], I was usually called Dan Goge. Such was the
name of a younger sister of my mother.
Malam Abubakar was my father, a Kebbi man. As for him, his father’s name was Mallam Usman, but he was
called Malam Bawa.
My mother’s name is Maimunata, and she is still alive. The name of her father was Muhamman, and he was
usually called Buwayi. The name of my mother’s mother was Sa’adatu, a Gobir woman. I knew all of them. But,
indeed, I did not know my father’s father and his mother, both of them.
*
I was born in the walled town of Kano, to the west of the market, but a little bit far [from it]. The name of our
town-ward is Tudun Makera because for a long time there have been many blacksmiths in that place.
When I became a conscious [boy], their leaders, whom I saw, were Kokau, Abba, and Gani. Now all of them
died, only their children [are still alive].
As for our town-ward, there is a big man who takes care of it. It is the Emir\fn{ Translated by this editor as “King” }
who appoints him, like to any other office. He is usually called Town-Ward Owner. When I became a conscious
[boy], Runbuje, son of Abba Kakume, was exercising [the office]. As for me, I did not know Abba Kakume.
Runbuje died in my presence. His younger brother, Liman, succeeded [to the office], he also was a son of
Kakume.
When [Liman] died, Sha Rubutu, son of Runbuje, succeeded. When Sha Rubutu died, his younger brother
Yaro, son of Runbuje, succeeded. Well, until my departure Yaro had still been alive. But now Yaro is dead. Abba,
son of Liman, succeeded. He is still alive.
*
Our compound is not far away from the compound of the town-ward office. It is to the north of our compound.
To the south of our compound there is no compound in the vicinity, but a borrow pit. It is there that we extract
clay for building. Also to the east of our compound there is no compound in the vicinity, but a dung-heap. It is
said that formerly there was a compound of certain man there whose name was Au.
As for me, I did not see [it]. It is said that at that time we had not been born yet.
To the west of our compound, quite close, there is our small compound where our slaves [live], together with
our domestic quadrupeds.
When I was born, it was the time of Abdullahi dan Dabo, the Emir of Kano. At that time he had exercised the
office for three years. It was there that I had been carried on [my mother’s] back for two years.
Then I was weaned and taken to Jega to my grandmother’s place so she could take care of me. My
grandparents on mother’s side were in Jega.
Well, I spent five years there. When I was there, the peace proclamation was declared in Kebbi during the reign
of Muhamman Toga and Mustafa, the Emir of Gwandu. At that time I was not very clever.
Then I was brought back to Kano and sent to a school in the house of Mallam Muhamman Takiki, son of
Mallam Lukuti, in the Magoga [town-ward]. I had been [learning] for five years, then I completed the reading of
Qur’an and then repeated it in the two year’s time.\fn{ Meaning that he comleted his Quranic education at the age of 15 }
*
When we were [attending] school, there was no place in Kano which I did not know, because on Thursdays
and Fridays there was no reading. We used to climb the Dala Hill, we were playing and entering some awful holes
which were over there. We also used to climb Goron Dutse\fn{ Another of the four hills surrounding Kano } and to play.
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There was no borrow pit in Kano in which we did not take a bath, not to mention a clay-pit, with small frogs.
Such was our playing-ground.
There was a thickly wooded area which surrounded the walled town of Kano with shrubs and dense thicket.
We used to play in it, and we were not afraid. There was no gate of the walled town of Kano through which I did
not go out, except Kofar Ruwa, which became blocked up. As for all those gates, they are thirteen in number. But
at present twelve are used. I would go out through all of them, especially through Kofar Waika, which was the
gate to our farm. Even more through Kofar Kansakali, which was a gate towards Sokoto. Not to mention Kofar
Gadon Kaya which is a gate towards Nupe.
In the Kano market there was no such a grass shed which I did not know. As for the sellers of whichever
goods, I knew where they were sitting. Whatever was being done, I knew where it was done.
On the cleared wheat ground people were executed. Their executioner was called Hauni. To the east of the
market, indigo, cattle, camels, horses, donkeys, sheep, and mats were sold. To the west of the market, hands were
cut off:\fn{The punishment for thieves} it was Birgiji who cut [them] off. It was on the bank of Jakara\fn{ A stream which
originates in the city and flows past the market and beyond the city walls } that split trees for roofing, heads of sheep, meat cut
into small pieces, and fried blood were sold. [The place] is close to the slaughterhouse.
*
In the walled town of Kano there are numerous offices, big and small ones. There is even Sarkin Azàaraa,
there is the Chief of the Jakara. When Jakara is fill, it is him who makes a way for it towards the place where
cotton, various kinds of medicine [plants], Meleguela pepper, onion, cassava, red sorrel, fodder of stalks and
leaves, quivers for arrows, bows and beds are sold. It flows past the place where mats are sold, and where people
are executed, until it reaches the place of the drainage-hole in the wall. Then it flows out behind the walled town.
There is also the Chief of the Roads. If someone constructed a building and damaged the road, it was him who
used to demolish [it]. That is why when someone was going to erect a building in Kano very close to the road, he
was usually summoned to come and have a look. Then the work was continued.
There exist many offices in Kano which are difficult to enumerate.
When I was attending the school, the first important thing I witnessed was the execution of Zangi, a Kano
judge. It was Abdullahi, the Emir of Kano, who killed him. After he had been executed, his children—Mallam
Shaihu and Mallam Gero—fled to the walled town of Bauchi. Only when Abdu had died, did they come back.
Then one year I witnessed in Kano a famine so big that people had to eat grasses, leaves, the Senna
undershrubs, Indian hemp, the pot-herb, the twiner plant Leptademia Lancifolia, of the ingidiidô tree,\fn{Cratoeva
Adansonii, which has edible leaves} pulp of locustbean-tree, fruits of sheatree, and of the tree Vitex Cienkowskii. But the
roots of the plant gwandai\fn{Of the arum lily family} were not eaten.
I also saw how Abdullahi, the Emir of Kano, executed Rufa’i, a Kano judge. On Friday [he] was brought out of
the mosque. It was in the compound of San Kurmìi that he was executed in the prison. It was Ibrahima dan Baba
who beheaded him on behalf of the Emir. He said he bewitched the Emir that he might die and that his son
Yusufu, his great friend, could succeed to the rule.\fn{ Yusufu’s rebellion against his father was discovered, and he was deposed
from his office of Gàlàdiimà (the principal minister of the Emir)
I also witnessed how Yusuftz, the Gàlàdiimàa of the western part of Kano, was deposed. The office of Gàlàdiimàa of Kano was given to Ibrahima dan Baba. He had been Gàlàdiimàa of Kano until Abdu’s death.
I also witnessed how one year Emir Abdu issued a quiver order. No one was allowed to walk without carrying
a quiver. This thing became very harassing and then afterwards it was softened.
I also witnessed how one year the Emir of Kano, Abdu, went to Takai,\fn{ A town to the south-east of Kano} and he
was making war.\fn{In 1876} He fell seriously ill there, so much that he was taken, put on a bed, and brought into
the walled town of Kano at night. Then the next day, in the late afternoon, there were rumours that he had died.
Market activities were stopped, all trading goods were stolen. Then at night it was said that it was but a lie.
Well, after that sickness Abdu, the Emir of Kano, had been ruling for eight years more.
*
Well, indeed, when I completed the second reading of the Qur’an, I started a higher Islamic education in the
place of Mallam Ibrahim, son of Mai Kasuwa, for two years. Then my father took me to Alhaji Abubakar who
used to be called Alhaji Babba. I was reading under him.
I was also under my father, because my father was a great learned man. But he used to be engaged in an
itinerant trading, and that is why he used to send me to a school. When he was back home, I used to study under
him.
Well, it had been so for nine years. Then I reached the age of twenty five years in this world.
Then my father died on Wednesday at night, on the sixteenth day of Jìmaadaa Laahìr.\fn{In 1882} It was
towards the end.\fn{Of the month} He was buried on Wednesday in the morning in the vicinity of Mai Kalgo. His
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grave has been there up to now. It was Alhaji Babba who said prayers over him. People gathered at the funeral,
some two thousand souls.
*
Then I set out of the walled town of Kano, and wanted to make my way to Sokoto. It was sixty days after my
departure that Abdu, the Emir of Kano, set out to Sokoto. When he set out of the walled town of Kano, he
travelled ten days and then died at Karofi, in the Katsina country. His grave has been there up to now. Indeed, the
Kano people met me in Sokoto, but the Emir of Kano was not [among them]. In my presence Bello, a younger
brother of Abdu, was appointed the Emir of Kano.\fn{Ruled 1882-1893} Then they returned home.
As for me, I remained at Sokoto and entered a school under Shaihu, son of Mallam Ishaka. But I used to travel
a little and after that return home. During those travels I got to know the Zabarma country, including Songhai. I
got to know the Dendi country, including Karmamma and Kunba.\fn{ All places now in Niger} I got to know the
Gurma country,\fn{A region in eastern Burkina Faso} including Fadan Gurma, Macikwali, and Pama. I also visited the
Fulani territories, including Yagha and Wuro Gelaje. I got to know Mossi,\fn{ Whose associated states strongly resisted
Islam} including Wagadugu. I got to know also the Gurunsi country,\fn{ In northwestern Ghana} inluding Kasana and
Sati.
All those travels lasted twenty months, and then I came back to Sokoto. I continued the study until the death of
Mallam Shaihu. I also studied one year under his son. My stay at Sokoto and all those travels I did, lasted nine
years.
Then I set out and wanted to make my way to Salaga. I travelled through the Nupe country a little, but I went
to Bida and then took the Borgu road. I know Borgu very well. I joined the caravan of Madugu Ba, together with
many Hausa people.
We crossed the Niger at the fording-place in Gunba and then arrived in Illo. We set out, arrived in Kandi, and
then reached Kunde. We climbed Dutsi Amaka and then entered the Bariba country. Everything was cheap: honey,
corn, rice, beans, ground-nuts, bags woven of grass, hens, guinea-fowls, sheep, goats, cattle, and snares for
guinea-fowls—very [cheap]. As for us, we sold salt at a very high price.
And thus we arrived in Sansannin Mango.\fn{A town in northern Togo} It was there that we learned of the death of
Banbanga, the Emir of Kpembe. Muhamman Kunbi succeeded to the throne, but they wanted to wage war on
Kabache. We said:
“God forbid!”
We set out from there, and we arrived in Yendi. The Emir of Yendi told us [to do] thus. We also said it would
be proper. It was like that.
I entered Salaga on Friday, the fourteenth day of the Baawà month, at the time between 8:00 and 11:00 A.M. It
was on that day the new Emir began making a circuit of the town.\fn{ Probably Kpembewura Issifa is meant; he entered
Salaga with his army on December 9, 1892, devastated it, and killed many of its inhabitants } People’s property was being taken by
force. Even my leather pillow, a new and beautiful one, was grabbed. It was made in Fagge. But Jibirin, the head
of the Kuka town-ward, went [there] in order to appease them. He was given it, and he gave it back to me. He was
the one in whose house I lodged. He is still alive.
Well, we spent five months in Salaga, and then they gradually stirred up that war until things went wrong.
They went to Yeji and shot the Imam of Gonja in the navel on Thursday, the third day of Jìmaadaa Lawwàl. It was
towards the middle [of the month]. In the late evening he was taken, put on a bed, and next morning he was
brought back to his house. When the day came round again, he died in the morning, approximately at the same
time he had been brought back [a week ago]. People spent three days mourning over him, then they dispersed on
Sunday night, the thirteenth day of that month.
From the day the war began, until the day it stopped, two months elapsed. My sojourn in Salaga lasted seven
months altogether. Then [the town] became scattered. Well, from the time I left Sokoto, until the time when
Salaga was broken, there elapsed exactly one year.
Well, Salaga was broken, so we ran away from the enemy to a new house. When we were staying there, we
were told that the Emir of Yendi sent a message that the property of strangers should not be touched. It was said
that all our goods we had left were safe, and nobody touched them. As for us, we left all our goods in Salaga at
that time.
Now, when we heard it was like that, we returned to Salaga and found out that it was but a blatant lie. All our
goods had been robbed.
*
At that time, when Salaga was broken, there was a Christian in the compound of Ahmadu dan Zabarma. He
was called Malam Musa\fn{This is a Hausa nickname for Gottlog Adolf Krause (1850-1938), a well-known German traveller and Africanist, and at that time the head of a scientific and trade station at Salaga} and he had
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known my younger brother since [their sojourn] in the Mossi and Gurunsi.
Well, as for him, he did not ran away. Well, when I returned there, [9] even before we deposited our goods, my
younger brother had gone and greeted him. As for him, Mallam Musa, he asked him saying:
“Oh! You are here?” He answered:
“I came just now with my elder brother.” He asked:
“Where is he?” lie answered:
“He is here.” He said:
“Well, you see I have none but a single servant whose name is Dan Jimma. As for the duties, I have too much
work. I want you to come here, close to me—you and your elder brother. As for you, you will be my servant,
whereas your brother will be my friend.” He said:
“All right.” He returned [home] and told me. I said:
“All right,”
It was like that. We were living with Mallam Musa, house to house. At that time all ran away, and left food
without care, nobody was buying it. The European said that as for him he would not eat someone’s food without
payment, but they might take away and bring the food of Ahmadu dan Zabarma which he had left in his compound. The price should be fixed and then he would consume. If they met, he would pay for it or it would be deducted from the debt he owed to him.
As for us, we did it like that. It was thus until we became very close to each other. I used to write down fables,
stories, and fictitious texts for him. I improved for him various samples of the speech which the Hausa people
presented to him, [and which] were not correct. In such circumstances he was selling his odds and ends, making
money. We spent almost the whole year [together].
We were living like that until one day a caravan leader, Bako Kutangiru, came from Gurma with elephants
tusks. Mallam Musa bought all of them. Then I sought carriers for him. They transported it and reached Yeji to gether with my younger brother, Muhammadu Indoli.
At that time he\fn{Mallam Musa} was buying certain types of cooking-pots, lamps, pitchers, and other odds and
ends. All of them were transported to Yeji. But those things which became spoiled, he burned in the fire, in my
presence. Then he went away on Sunday, the first day of Taakutùfaa.\fn{The Muslim festival held on the Prophet’s naming
day} I commanded my younger brother Binta to escort him as far as Arnedeca. He spent three months [there] and
then he came back.
As for Mallam Musa, when he was trading, some unscrupulous buyers on credit bought up his goods and have
not paid for them until now. Most of them died.
*
After his departure I lived in Salaga for two years. Then on the day of Bàbbar Sallàa, a European came to
Salaga.\fn{This is Graf von Zech At that time we were in the Idi mosque. He lodged in Salaga and spent the night
there. On the following day he quarrelled with the Emir, and he drove the Emir away. Then, the next day he as sembled us and said:
“You see, Salaga is a useless place now. Whoever stays here, stays in vain. If something happens to him, he has
only himself to blame. The one who loves peace should go to Kete.\fn{Kete-Krachi, an important trade town in
central Ghana} Nothing would affect him there. But I do not say you have to move there obligatorily. What I have
just said is for the knowledge of a wise man.”
It was then that I said I was going to leave the place and to move to Kete because I loved peace. He asked:
“Who are you?” I answered:
“I am Imam.” He said:
“If you leave, many people will leave.” I said:
“If I leave, I think all the people will leave it, nobody will stay.” He said:
“Well, when do you leave?” I said:
“Today.” He said:
“Well, come, I will give you a letter. You will take it and ask the secretary to have a look [at it] because there is
no European [at hand] now.”
And we did like that. He gave me the letter, and I set out that day in the afternoon. It was on Wednesday, the
twelfth day of the month of Bàbbar Salida. I entered Kete on the seventeenth day of that [month] on Sunday at the
time between 8:00 and 11:00 A.M.
I have been here until now, it is five years and five months. The name of the European who went to our place
was Dogo.\fn{A Hausa nickname meaning “Tall One”. Probably A. Mischlich, the German District Head of Kete-Krachi is meant; he
maintained close relations with Umaru } Now we are very close to each other. He even gave us many books and we
trhank him for it.
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Praise be to God, the Lord of the Two Worlds.
2
In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. May God bless our Master Muhammad, his family and
companions, may He give (them) salvation.
When the Fulani entered the walled town of Kano,\fn{ 1804-05} for one year there had been no Emir because
Sulaimanu\fn{First Fulani Emir of Kano, 1807-1819 } and Dabon Dambazau\fn{Leader at that time of the Dambazawa clan settled in a village north of Kano} contended about the emirship. Then they apointed Sulaimanu the Moodibbo of Kano
because at that time Shaykh Usman did not want to call anyone of his people sarkii,\fn{Emir, king, ruler} but to be
called maalàm.\fn{Literate person, teacher, learned man}
Well, when this was done, great learned men of Fulani from the walled town of Kano used to assemble in the
house of Sulaimanu between 8:00 and 11:00 A.M., and everyone on his undressed skin-mat. As for Sulaimanu, he
used to sit on his own [mat].\fn{ Sulaimanu dan Abuhama is portrayed in both the Hausa chronicles and legends as a very modest
and pious man. At first he vehemently refused to accept the old title of the Habe rulers: Sarkii}
Then they dispensed justice, but it was Sulaimanu who used to pass the judgement. As for them, they were
only to approve of it because at that time there was no judge yet.
Now, one day a servant of Dabon Dambazau did wrong. Sulaimanu passed the sentence on him according to
the shàri’àa law, but Dabon Dambazau called [it] into question to such extent that they made a vituperative quar rel. Dabon Dambazau became angry and went home. Sulaimanu became angry, too, and he entered the house.
*
Well, at that time there was an influential slave of Alwali, the Emir of Kano,\fn{ The last pre-Fulani Emir of Kano
(1781-1807)} whose name was Dan Rimi. When Alwali ran away, he did not follow him. From time to time he used
to come and greet Sulaimanu because he had known him even before he\fn{ Sulaimanu} went to Shaykh
Usman.\fn{Sheykh Usman dan Fodio (1754-1817), the initiator of the Holy War in Hausaland } Well, when that quarrel took
place, he [Dan Rimi] came to Sulaimanu at night and told him:
“Sulaimanu, indeed, you know how all that ruling is in Kano. It is done but with the use of threat, police, and
some influential slaves of different kinds. As for you, now I see you are [too] mild, and that is why one day you
will be weeping and shedding tears.” Sulaimanu asked:
“Well, what shall I do?” He told him:
“If you appoint me, I will improve [it] for you.” He said:
“Well, then I appoint you.” He said:
“All right, I will improve [it] for you, if God wills.”
That night Dan Rimi gathered the slaves of Alwali, the King of Kano—young men who were there together
with him. He told them:
“This and this befell. Now I want to appoint you the bodyguards of the Emir. I will give you large garments,
cudgels, and turbans of different kinds which you will wear in pairs, white and black ones. You will sleep here in
the King’s house. Tomorrow, when Sulaimanu goes out to the inner council-chamber, you will surround him and
put him amidst you.” They said:
“Well, it will be done like that.” He came to Sulaimanu again and told him:
“If you want to exercise the jurisdiction over Kano, you must do it like the owners of this house have been do ing.” Sulaimanu said:
“Ali right.” Dan Rimi said:
“Starting from today on, nobody should call you Moodibbo of Kano, but you should be called Sarkii of Kano.”
He said:
“All right. It will be done thus.”
That night Dan Rimi got a throne of corn-stalks, a woolen rug, a coarse wool blanket, and a mattress. When it
dawned, the inner council-chamber was thoroughly swept by his order. Then the throne was put [there] and it was
covered with all those things. It was left there until all those mallamas of the Fulani assembled: all of them, inclusive of Dabon Dambazau.
Everyone [sat down] on his undressed skin-mat. But Sulaimanu did not make his appearance yet. Well, as they
were [sitting] there, they heard the words coming from the inside of the king’s house:
“Lift your foot, Your Majesty! Be prosperous, you Lion!”\fn{ Praise-words, which can be addressed to any king}
All of them were listening attentively, and they heard some people approaching towards them, until they came
near. They\fn{The mallams} looked ahead and saw Sulaimanu amidst the bodyguards.
His appearance was altered, as he had put on a white, large gown. He put on white trousers with rich embroi 128

dered ankle bands. He put a fez on, wound on a turban, and with its long part covered his mouth: it reached as far
as the navel. He put on sandals with cross-bands of the red leather and took the staff of the king as well as the
royal knife into his hand.\fn{At the time the hand knife of the Emir had the power of life and death } He was walking proudly
and very slowly.
As for them, they were looking at him, until he came close to them and sat down on his throne. As for the
bodyguards, they kept on protecting him. Then Dan Rimi said to those Fulani mallams:
“Come, greet the Emir now!” They leaped to their feet, all of them, in order to shake hands with the king. Dan
Rimi forbade [it] saying:
“From today on let nobody shake hands with the Emir of Kano. Kneel down and greet him as it had been done
in the time of the Habe.”
It has been like that until today. People do not shake hands with the Emir of Kano, except for an alien mallam
or a great king like himself. Dan Rimi also took away all their undressed skin-mats saying:
“From today on let nobody sit down on the undressed skin-mat in front of the Emir of Kano. Behold it, all of
you, everyone has to sit on the earth.”
It has been like that until today.
Well, they were sitting like that until the midday. Then the King of Kano stood up, the bodyguards surrounded
him until [he entered his] house. When it grew dark, the Fulani did not come to the palace, except for few of them.
The others said:
“The King of Kano has changed the way of Dan Fodio, he has been following the way of the Habe.”
Dabon Dambazau did not come to the palace any more for as many as fourteen days. Then one day Sulaimanu
said to Dan Rimi:
“Well, you see, my fears turned out to be justified. I knew that if I did it like that, the Fulani would not obey
me.” Dan Rimi said:
“It does not matter. In spite of all this, there is still an improvement. Make it known that you send us to sum mon him. If he does not come, we shall bring him here by force.” Sulaimanu asked:
“If I do thus, shall I not face some trouble?” He replied:
“No.” Sulaimanu said:
“Well, go and do thus.”
Now, Dan Rimi set out with thirty bodyguards. They went to the house of Dabon Dambazau and came upon
him when he was writing. They said to him:
“The Emir of Kano summons you.” He said:
“Well, there is no Emir in Kano now but only Moodibbo of Kano, Sulaimanu. As for him, Shaykh Usman, he
appointed [him] a representative of Kano.” They said:
“Oh yes, he is the Emir of Kano now.” He said to them:
“Well, as for me, I do not feel happy.” They said:
“In spite of this we shall take you.” He said:
“Well, take me, I shall see.” They said:
“Yes, we have to take you, have we not?”
They seized hold of his neck, and kept on pushing him until [they reached] the house of the Emir. Before his
people learned and got ready, they had taken him away. Now, indeed, Sulaimanu, the Emir of Kano, said:
“Do not make such a fool of yourself, Dabon Dambazau! Why did you refuse to come to the palace?” He said:
“Because you have changed the emirship, as if it [belonged now] to pagans.” Dan Rimi said:
“Oh Emir, you should not be loyal to him any more. Tell us to seize him, take him to San Kurrnìi' and imprison
him.” The King said:
“All right, do it.” Now, they went with him to the house of San Kurmìi, they shackled him and they put a chain
on his neck.
Now, his relatives assembled at night, one thousand and five hundred people altogether, they destroyed that
house, took him out that night and carried him on their shoulders. They went with him as far as Sifawa, in the
presence of Shaykh Usman. They said:
“Look at what Sulaimanu has done.” The Shaykh said:
“How distressing! What caused them to quarrel with each other?” They replied:
“This and this befell.” The Shaykh wrote a letter and said to take it to Sulaimanu. As for its contents, [the
Shaikh wanted] Dabon Dambazau to obey Sulaimanu. Sulaimanu, on his part, he should be patient with Dabon
Dambazau. It was like that.
*
They stayed like that. Dabon Dambazau was given the office of Sarkin Baayii. A judge was appointed in Kano,
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too. It had been like that until Sulairnanu died.
Dabon Dambazau did not get the kingship. Dabon Kanwa [succeeded.\fn{ Ibrahim Dabo dan Mahmudu, Emir of Kano
(1819-1846)}
In the time of Sulaimanu there was one hundred of independent mallams in Kano. As for those Sulaimanu was
not able to exercise his authority over them, the Head of Believers had authority over them. But when Dabon
Kanwa succeeded to the throne, he was striving to expand his authority over all those independent mallarns. In
his time no one was taken under the authority of Sokoto, except for Dabo alone.
*
Well, it was like that. The Fulani became kings, and they were troublesome people, for sure.
In the time of Dabo a certain man brought about the war: his name was Dan Tunku. He had waged many dan gerous wars so that numerous towns in the Kano country fell under his jurisdiction: even Tofa and Dawanau
which were close to the walled town of Kano. Dan Tunku came even to Dambarta, entered, and stayed there. The
Emir of Kano was in the walled town of Kano.
Then the Emir of Kano went out and made a war-camp in Fanisau.\fn{ A locality to the north of Kano} He sent
Bardee Baggal and San Tùràakii Salihu and gave them a large army. They went and made war on Dan Tunku in
Dambarta until they defeated him. He left and retreated to Kazaure in the country of Daura.
As for them, they made a war-camp and were fighting with Dan Tunku for almost a year. Then Bello, the Head
of Believers, sent there [his:H] Wàziirì. with a letter. As for its contents, [the Head of Believers wanted] Dabo and
Dan Tunku to stop fighting because both of them belonged to the Head of Believers. Everyone should stay in his
town; none should obey the other one. All of them should obey the Head of Believers. It was like that.
Dan Tunku settled down, and he ruled until he died. His children have been here until now, and they have been
ruling in that place. Dan Tunku was a Fulani man.
In his\fn{Dabo’s} time Shaykh al-Kanemi\fn{The real ruler of Bornu, 1814-1837} also set out with a great army in order to come to Kano. The Emirof Kano, Dabo, heard the news and sent a message to Yakuba, the Emir of Bauchi,
asking him for help.
Now, Yakuba came out. Also the Emir of Kano set out and made a war-camp in Dutsin Gadawur. He had
twenty thousand horses. He was there, when one night he heard bad news, terrifying news. He mounted his horse
that night, he alone, with only a single zagii.\fn{A runner in front of a horseman; theyconstitute an escort for an important person
in war or at a Muslim festival } He made straight for the walled town of Kano and left his war-camp behind, so that he
was put into a song ridiculing him.
Now, as for Shaykh al-Kanemi, he went to Garko and faught there from the morning until the early afternoon.
Well, when it was between 2:00 and 3:00 P.M., the people of Garko were summoned to the daily prayer. Shaikh
al-Kanemi heard [it] and asked:
“Is it not a Muslim town?” They replied:
“Truly, it is.” He commanded:
“Give up the fighting.”
They gave up the fighting, and [then] the prayer was said. When they completed the prayer, they got up and
began to retreat. Yakuba, the Emir of Bauchi, came to the rescue and attacked them, firing. As for them, they withdrew, and he fired at them. The people of Yakuba said to him:
“We do not see anything except the dust.” He commanded:
“Fire at that dust!” Well, it was like that.
It was said that thanks to Yakuba they withdrew. For that reason it is usually said that Yakuba drove Shaykh alKanemi away. Then afterwards Dabo arrived and had a confidential chat with Yakuba. Then they separated, each
one returned to his town.
Well, Shaykh al-Kanemi returned to Kukawa\fn{ At that time the capital of Bornu } and he died. His son, Shaykh
Umar, succeeded to the throne. Well, it was he who sent there a letter looking for reconciliation between them and
the Fulani. Now, they have stopped fighting until today.
*
Now, Dabo died and his son Usman\fn{ Usman dan Dabo, Emir of Kano 1846-1855} succeeded to the throne. In his
time a certain prince went for a stroll into the countryside and [arrived] in Tsakuwa.\fn{ A locality south-east of Kano}
He came upon some mallams, three of them: the eldest one Mallam Hamza, then Mallam Maje, and Mallam Mai
Mazari.
One of them had a fat, sacrificial ram which was tethered. The prince seized and slaughtered it. The mallams
quarrelled with him, so that he became angry and went to the walled town of Kano. They became angry, too. They
set out and went to Umbutu to the Afa and Warji peoples. They stirred up the war with the Fulani people of Kano.
Those pagan peoples used to help them. They\fn{ The mallams} started the war in a joking way, until it became a se130

rious matter.
This place was situated in the mountains, but there were many towns there. There was a town called Ningi.
There was Tabula and there was also Kuluki.\fn{ All to the southeast of Kano}
Now, the King of Kano became angry and sent the Yàriimà\fn{Great Chiref of the North} of Kano, Abdullahi, who
was his younger brother. He gave him the whole strength of Kano.
Now, as for the Emirof Bauchi, he sent his son Salmanu and Mâadawaakii\fn{The “Owner of the Horse”, in charge of
military operations} of Bauchi, Hasan. They went to Tabula. At that time the mallams stayed in it.
They surrounded it, and waged war for seven years. Tabula was beyond their reach, and they did not conquer
it. It was there that Hasan, Mâadawaakii of Kano was killed, and Salmanu died.
Abdu returned home and when Usman, his elder brother died, he succeeded to the throne.\fn{ This is Abdullah dan
Dabo, Emir of Kano 1855-1882} He set out, went to Kuluki and conquered it. The people were happy and praised him
in songs. They were singing:
Conqueror of Kuluki,
Father of Peace.
Behold, he is the one
Who inherited the world
When brave men were sleeping.
As for the place the mallams entered, it was situated to the south of Kano and to the east of Bauchi. That is
why both the Emirof Bauchi and the Emir of [12] Kano were engaged in that war. It was thus until Mallam Maje
extended the war as far as the country of Bauchi, and he was killed [there].
It was like that—they were being killed and they themselves were killing. It was they who killed Dan Nagarki,
the Emir of Bebeji, Alu, the Emir of Rano, and also Jibirin, and Malam Garba, the Emir of Gaya, and Mai Nasara,
the tax-collector of Garko.
It was a servant of Abdu, the Emir of Kano, who killed them. In that way they killed the Bauchi people. It is
said that it had been like that for a few years but now he\fn{ Abdu’s} servant retreated. This war has been waged up
to date.
As for them, they are called Umbutawa. Because it is said that Umbutu is the name of mountain and of the
language of the pagans in this place, too. They are also called Ningawa.
We stop here.
284.55 The West African Problem\fn{by Mojola Agbebi aka David Brown Vincent (1860-1917)} Yorubaland, Wesstern
Nigeria (M) 4
The appropriation of the tropical parts of Africa by the European nations has added one more to the race
problems confronting Europe. From the African standpoint the African problem presents a twofold aspect—one
relating to the question involved as affecting the European; another as affecting the African himself.
The problem for the European obviously involves the objects he has in view in assuming the government of
Tropical West Africa, and the means for attaining that object. Such objects resolve themselves into ends political
and economic, embodying political sway and a process of commercial or industrial development designed to
benefit both the ruler and the ruled.
On the African side the problem chiefly relates to the effect which the close contact and dominating influence
of Europe will exert upon the African living under primitive conditions, whose mode of life is entirely dissimilar
to that of the European, if not actually opposed to it.
The resultant effect of bringing two dissimilar life-problems into contact and collision must necessarily be farreaching, and disturb not a little the morals and the social arrangements of a people whose simple lives and
indigenous characteristics render them liable to be easily affected. It is this effect upon his morals, his idea of
society, and his view of an All-Father which vests the expropriation of Tropical Africa by the nations of Europe
with a problem for the African.
The problem is accentuated by the fact that it is the foundation and vital part of African life that is thus
affected.
The problem, however, with its many complexities and complications, offers an easy way of being solved
successfully if only a measure of sincerity, earnestness, and particularly sympathy is brought to bear on the
solution.
*
131

The tractable character of the African, and his having lived under political systems different from the European
organised systems of rule on a large scale, combined with a possible indifference here and there to formal
governments, ought to make the political object of the European nations easy of attainment. The one essential
feature in the premises would be to make the political yoke as light as possible, in order that it might not bear too
heavily upon a people quite unaccustomed to it. The difference between the social laws and institutions of Africa
as contrasted with those of Europe, and exemplified in the absence from the former of policemen and detectives,
bolts and bars, ought to suggest the prudence of modifying social methods which carry such factors as
accessories. The absence of any arrangement for enforcing compulsory restraint denotes emphatically order and
right living on the part of the people sought to be governed.
It would seem that the simplicity of the political part of the problem for the European is really what has
rendered it complex and bewildering for him. Accustomed to a régime of government altogether different, which
calls for the exercise of restraint as its chief controlling factor, the European finds it difficult to divest himself of
prejudice to European ways in his dealing with the African. And this prejudice is sustained, as it were, by reason
of the fact that European rule over the African is based upon the principle of might, from which the idea of force
is inseparable.
Circumstances alter cases, however, in every domain of human energy and activity, and if this idea were
prominently kept in view the solution of the political problem to which Europe is committed in regard to Tropical
Africa would be rendered much more easy. If Europe could realise that its political role in Tropical Africa entailed
dealing with a new and altogether different set of circumstances which chiefly called for the exercise of sympathy
and patience to study and understand, and the readiness to deal with them upon the basis of the knowledge gained
of them, there can be no doubt that the problem would be solved in both its political and economic aspects to the
advantage of both European and African. The exercise of sympathy and patience would avail to bring the
European and African closer together, thus promoting that unity and co-operation which are essential and
indispensable, imparting consolidation to European rule, and communicating stimulus and progress to economic
development.
The cardinal essential in both cases is the cultivation of knowledge of the African; such knowledge as is
calculated to engender respect and consideration for him and his institutions. Where such knowledge is acquired,
it will reveal the effects which the complex and artificial systems of European life are calculated to produce upon
the moral and other conditions of a people addicted to simple living.
The lack of knowledge of the effects wrought, and the unremitting help lent them in consequence, have
invested the African problem with grave consequences for the African. The introduction of the usages and
institutions of European life into the African social system has resulted in a disordering and a dislocation of the
latter which threatens to overthrow the system altogether and produce a state of social anarchy. Dire evidence of
the resultant social chaos is to be found in the total breakdown of parental control, and the advent of a life of wild
licence mistakenly taken to mean the rightful exercise of the rights and prerogatives of individual liberty, as
defined and permitted under the customs and usages of European life.
This fatal mistake, with the fundamental fallacy it involves of abnegating African social laws on the part of
Europeanised Africans, growing out of the dislike and contempt for which unfamiliarity with African customs on
the part of the European is largely responsible, comprises a phase of the African problem which calls urgently for
attention and consideration.
Social organisations are the outgrowth of a people’s life, and, founded more or less upon innate racial
characteristics, are incapable of being transferred from one people of a certain type to another of a different type
and condition. The phrase “state of transition” usually applied to people who are supposed to be affected by
passing social conditions, but who really are in the unfortunate dilemma of having their social order of life
dislocated by the introduction of a foreign order, really implies a state of transition from a regular order of life
ingrained in a people and practised by them, to a social whirlpool of confusion and disorder, where there is not
sufficient material for, or the materials which exist do not contribute to, social reconstruction.
On the other hand, there is the powerful and irresistible current of man's wild will and passions arrayed against
reconstruction and social regulation. It is conceivable what a state of social anarchy means in the sense of moral
deterioration, with its concomitant of physical impairment. By most positive and impressive evidences the African
has come to feel that this is the heritage which the African problem entails for him, a heritage due to lack of
knowledge of and contempt for his institutions and customs, and also for the life-problems founded upon these
customs and institutions.
*
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No un-Europeanised native of Tropical Africa seeks intermarriage with white people. Commercial inter course
and other unavoidable contact with white people may lead to a progeny of mixed blood, but no Tropical African
pure and simple is inclined to marry a European or appreciates mixed marriages.
*
The fad of segregation in social gatherings and religious worship recently brought into prominence by the
imprudent and impolitic among white people is not distasteful to the Un-Europeanised African. The great
Architect of the Universe has originally “determined the bounds of the habitation” of every race of man. The
African has not overstepped those bounds to seek fellowship, social, religious, or otherwise, with white people.
It is a matter of ridicule to the African therefore that white people should not only trespass into Africa, but
come there to propound the doctrine of segregation which Nature has all along placed boundless seas and
countless barriers to indicate. The unsophisticated African entertains aversion to white people, and when, on
accidentally or unexpectedly meeting a white man he turns or takes to his heels, it is because he feels that he has
come upon some unusual or unearthly creature, some hobgoblin, ghost, or sprite; and when he does not look
straight in a white man’s face, it is because he believes in the “evil eye,” and that an aquiline nose, scant lips, and
cat-like eyes afflict him.
The Yoruba word for a European means a peeled man, and to many an African the white man exudes some
rancid odour not agreeable to his olfactory nerves.
Moreover, Europeans are regarded as plague carriers. The plagues hitherto known to the people of Tropical
Africa are very few, and are subject to already known treatments; but the advent of an influx of Europeans is
regarded with evil foreboding by a great many, owing to the plagues and diseases that follow in their wake, and to
which Africans are strangers. Witness bubonic plague, syphilis, cholera, and others.
*
Secret societies are many in Africa, and are founded for many and various reasons. If carefully investigated, it
will possibly be discovered that the secret societies of Europe and other Western peoples took their rise from
Africa.
The rites and ceremonies of some secret societies in Africa tally in a large measure with some of those in
Europe, and while many secret societies in Europe can show no greater uses than occasional deeds of
benevolence, post-mortem benefactions, encouraging temperance and thrift, some secret societies in Africa are
cults for initiation into the mysteries of womanhood, for teaching the art of midwifery and motherhood, to
inaugurate funeral obsequies, to inculcate the principle of immortality or life after death, some to fulfil the role of
a national court of appeal, some to protect trade, others to preserve national pedigree or tribal dignity, some to
assist men, others to assist women, and all for, as believed by the promoters, the general well-being of society.
Freemasonry in its most exalted degrees can show no better or more innocent rites than those of some of the
secret societies of Africa. The principle is the same. Even when their deeds may not be branded as evil, “men love
darkness rather than light” for secret society purposes. The more a man proceeds to the higher degrees in
Freemasonry the more undignified, should I not say degraded, are the rites he has to perform, and Freemasonry is
regarded as a European production and not African.
Freemasonry as a secret society excludes women from its membership; but in Africa there are not only secret
societies formed of and by men, but there are also secret societies formed of and by women. Sometimes a place of
importance in a man’s secret society is filled by a woman. In Freemasonry even men who are not members are not
admitted into its lodges; but in the Egungun and the Oro, African secret societies in the Lagos district, men of
whatever colour and clime call enter the grove and pass free and unmolested through a whole town which is
“under orders” from one or other of these secret societies.
*
Human sacrifice in Africa is based on strictly religious principles. There is no wanton massacre of human lives
or uncalled-for immolation of men. European intervention has put a stop to it in many parts.
But it should be understood that it represents the highest of human motives, though Self-sacrifice—the
sacrifice of one[s self—is superior to it. Self-sacrifice, however, is also human sacrifice.
Christianity is based on human sacrifice, its Founder being “the Lamb slain from the foundations of the
world.”
*
Ancestral and hero-worship, styled “heathenism” or “fetishism,” abound in many parts of Nigeria.
Respect for the aged and for all who are older than one’s self is a cardinal virtue in Tropical Africa, Shango,
Oya, Shoponna of the Yorubas, Atakunmosa Obokun, Iyarere, Oluwashe of the Ijeshus were national heroes, and
on the Niger Delta every family has its ancestral fane. The worship of these may or may not be accom panied with
visible or material symbols, and Jesus Christ is the highest type of a hero.
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*
To the man of Tropical Africa European spiritualism is a form of witchcraft, and hypnotism, mesmerism,
telepathy, mind or thought reading, mental attraction, clairvoyance or second sight, black arts, the evil eye,
conjuration of Satan, low occultism, charms, spells, poisoning, &c., are all comprised under what the man of
Africa calls “witchcraft,” and, except for European intervention, are more or less visited with the death penalty
whenever the exercise of them raises suspicion of criminality.
*
Cannibalism is not general in Africa. What led some communities to institute a sacrifice of human victims led
other communities to go a step further and turn the sacrifice into what they consider profitable use by solemnly
partaking of it as a sacrament. In some cases victims of human sacrifice consider it more honourable to be eaten
by men to whom they are supposed to be imparting some virtue or for whom they are fulfilling some
indispensable and important function, than to be devoured by senseless and ignominious worms. The eating of
human or non-human flesh differs only in kind, and human flesh is said to be the most delicious of all viands;
superior in culinary taste to the flesh of either bird, beast, fish, or creeping things.
Christianity itself is a superstructure of cannibalism. The Founder of the Faith is recorded to have said, “Except
ye eat the flesh of the Son of man, and drink his blood, ye have no life in you.”
In administering the Lord’s Supper to converts from cannibalism I have often felt some uneasiness in repeating
the formula, “Take, eat, this is my body,” and the other “This is my blood.”
*
Plural marriage is the social law of Africa. It is the basis of political economy and human happiness in the
country. Single marriage is sin in Africa, and plural marriage is righteousness. The woman inherits her husband’s
property in Europe; but in Africa woman is property, and is subject to inheritance as other property. It is on record
in the Christian Scriptures that—
There were with us seven brethren ; and the first, when he had married a wife deceased, and having no issue, left his
wife unto his brother. Likewise the second also, and the third, unto the seventh. And last of all the woman died also.
Therefore in the resurrection whose wife shall she be of the seven? for they all had her.

She was their property.
In the social and religious economy of Africa, therefore, it would be wise to recognise the social laws of the
country and to deal with plural marriage as the foundation of the home and, consequently, of abiding welfare in
the country. In Tropical Africa no un-Europeanised woman desires to live alone in her husband’s house. She
prefers to have company, and often plans and paves the way for such company. So-called “holy matri mony” has
placed human life in jeopardy in Africa. “In the midst of life we are in death.” By single marriage many marriage
beds have been defiled and “holy matrimony” rendered unholy by the unrestrained and criminal liberties taken by
monogamic husbands under the sanction of European law, while their children are in the womb and while they are
at the breasts. Men are reduced to the level of the brutes that perish.
The doctrine of plural marriage in Africa does not stand in the way of the progress of womanhood in any of the
activities of human life. Careful and sympathetic inquiry will reveal the fact that women have not only been
rulers, leaders, “mothers in Israel,” priestesses and heroines in Africa, but have also been deified after their death
and worshipped by men and women alike. The homage paid to womanhood in Africa is the homage of worth, not
of words, of love not of law. Unless perhaps as a religious leader, officer or functionary, or as a man of poor
means, the African as a rule will publicly or privately always be a polygamist.
*
Islam has been up to the present not less than one thousand three hundred years in Africa. Christianity, the
earliest European form of it, is not much above one hundred years old. Ought not Christianity to learn from her
older and more experienced rival? May not a man learn even from an enemy?
Islam in Africa is a demonstrative and attractive faith. It is a religion, the only religion which, besides
Christianity, boasts of a literature that lays claim to Divine inspiration. Both the Christian and Moslem scriptures
promise material joys to the faithful after death—“golden streets,” “pearly gates,” “beauteous maidens.”
Christianity and Islam have many things in common, and many of our own relatives and friends are followers
of the prophet of Mecca, as some of us are followers of Jesus of Nazareth. Islam is a permanent faith in Africa. Its
calls to prayer, its manner of praying, its annual fasts, its annual feasts, which are all subject to ocular
demonstration, appeal to high and low alike from day to day. Its adaptation to the social laws, domestic
arrangements, religious aspiration, political ambition, intellectual aptitude, mental energy, and racial instincts of
the people, is no longer a matter of dispute.
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The African is no big child, no child-race, according to the current expression of some Europeans; but a fullfledged man in the “eternal providence” of the world. He may be a child in respect of European greed and
aggrandisement, European subtlety and guile, European trespasses and sins; but he is not a child to his creation or
to the law of his being.
Five times a day from turrets and minarets Islam’s call to prayer startles Africa, demanding attention from
dawn to dark, and Christianity in its best form, whatever that may be, has not presented a formula more arousing
than
Rise, ye believers
Prayer is better than sleep,
Prayer is better than sleep.
The object of the Universal Races Congress is to cultivate mutual knowledge and respect between Occidental
and Oriental peoples, including even the lowliest ones. The triumph of the principles for which the Congress
stands will, I believe, go a long way towards the solution of the African problem.
290.174 The Story Of Our People I\fn{by Ogene Nwabuisi Ogbe (c.1860-after 1975)} Onicha-Ukwu, Delta State, Nigeria (M) 1
The story of our people can be traced from Chima’s escape from Bini because of his conflict with the Oba.
At this time, Chima was a chief under the Oba. Chima escaped with his three children, namely: Obiama,
Onicha and Oligbo.
After a month’s journey, the party arrived at a place now called Obior.
As the first child of Chima could not continue to trek with them, she settled at Obior with some of Chima’s descendants. The remaining party moved East and came to Onicha-Ugbo.
This was where Onicha made his farm. When a rumour sread that the Oba’s soldiers were fast approaching,
they moved to the present site of Onicha-Ukwu. A few people, however stayed behind at this farm—hence the
foundation of Onicha Ugbo. i.e. “Onicha which is in the farm.”
Our fore-fathers told us that Chima was moving with his wife who could have been the Oba, but because she
was a woman, she and ber brother Ugwu-ala were deprived of this office. Chima and his wife with the remaining
party came to Ochicha-Ukwu.
This time, Chima was too old to move on. It was at Onicha-Ukwu that the party settled. It was here that the
Obamkpa under Anagbe, Olona, Ezi, Illah and the Qnicha (that is Onicha on the other side of the Niger) origi nated to their present towns.
*
The main reason for these migrations was that Onicha-Ukwu was too small a place. As the population grew and
the place could not hold all of them, migration started.
Another reason was that after the death of Chima at Onicha-Ukwu, a struggle for leadership arose between Onicha
and Oligbo—the sons of Chima. Onicha, Oligbo and some important chiefs left for Bini to get one of them crowned.
When they got to Bini, the then Oba could not figure out who should be king, so he told one of his servants to watch then
during their meals. The person for whom they would hold water while he was washing his hands would be crowned
the leader.
Oligbo was the most junior and sluggish, and when he could not make haste during the meal which the Oba gave
them, Onicha carried water for washing hands for him and said,
“You sluggish boy, wash your hands and eat, the food is getting finished.”
For this reason, Oligbo was made the king by the Oba.
Onicha grew annoyed, and when they came to the site of the present Issele, Oligbo was afreid, and could not
come to Onicha-Ukwu again. Hence, Oligbo settled at Issele as the leader of the group.
The group at Onicha-Ukwu from this time on began to pay homage to Oligo at Issele.
*
By this time the population at Onicha-Ukwu had grown and the sons of Onicha began to drift apart to occupy the present
villages of Onicha-Ukwu. The names of such villages like Oniafo, Idumu Adoh, Idumu-Ona, and Idumu-Omo which are
direct Bini names, bear incontestable testimony to the fact that our people came from Bini. The present Ogbe-Ise took
their name because they are the village closest to Issele. This is how we have come to stay.
Ogbe-Akwu is the village at the old farm site.
As the population grew, some men who had distinguished themselves by some act of bravery were made
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chiefs. Hence, we have such titles like Iyase—which is a hereditary title mainly for Ogbe-Ise; and Isama—a
hereditary title for Ogbe-Aku, a village which grew because some people settled in the old farm site. The title of
Odogwu and Ozah are rotational and are mainly the concern of Ishekpe; titled greetings, such as Onowu (OgbeIse); Akwe (Ogbe-Akwu); Okita (Ishekpe); Abi (Idumu-Izagbo); and Ogene (Idumu-Ona).
*
The first recognised king in our history was Etumusie. By this time I was getting sense. The basis of leadership
before the recognition of kingship was Onowu. Gbele—an Idumu-Ona person—took the title of Onowu first. It
was after this time that Etumusie and Mokobia took the title of Ichi-Nmoh.
They were imitating people from other towns. As a result of this, a resolution was taken by the people of
Oniche-Ukwu that in future the basis of leadership would be the title of Ichi-Nmoh. This title survives till today.
After Etmusie, came Mokobia. Mokobia was succeeded by Jenor. Then after Jenor came Ojei I. He was fol lowed in succession by Bands Adama, Udugba, and later by Ogubuegwu, Akpe and Ojei II.
168.133 Two Letters By S. F. Bonita’s Daughter\fn{by Victoria Davies (1863-

)}

Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria (F) 2

Easneye, Ware.
My dear Mrs. Dent
It has been rather a trouble to me to decide in what way I should write my narrative; I have however arrived at
the conclusion that it would be best told in a letter to yourself.
But first permit me to thank you for the pleasant day spent at your beautiful home, the remembrance of which
will always afford me the greatest pleasure.\fn{ Sudeley Castle, Winchcombe, between Oxford and Cheltenham; Mrs. Dent was
apparently one of the Queen’s ladies at Court: H}
I think you wished to know how my mother came to be adopted and so kindly treated by the Queen?
My mother came from the Yoruba country which is one of the most important kingdoms of West Africa. Its
constitution rather resembles that of Germany under the old regime; being divided into states ruled over by
princes or chiefs who will scarcely acknowledge the head chief as their liege lord.
My grandfather was one of those princes and he owned the town of Ketu including the adjacent country. He
was a good ruler and much loved by his subjects. The Prince’s palace was made of mud I think and habited by his
wife and the youngest and only surviving child of a family of eight. Some little cousins and friends lived with
mama as her companions. The other inhabitants were composed chiefly of rather distant relations, attendant
servants and soldiers.
When Mama was about five years old, the King of Dahomey with a large force appeared before the town gates
and attempted to storm the town, but it was too strong and its defenders were too brave to submit tamely to such
an act. After several days spent in a vain endeavour to attain his object, the king baffled and angry was obliged to
retreat into the woods. The Katuans were naturally elated with their success for Dahomey is the most powerful
kingdom of West Africa and its ruler the dread of all surrounding nations. This unpremeditated attack had been
made in consequence of no quarrel, but from the kings desire to obtain riches enough for his great yearly and
triennial religious festivals at which men women and children were slaughtered with a refinement of cruelty and
in such a wholesale manner that the Dahomians were disliked and avoided by those unfortunate enough to be their
neighbours.
At Abomey, the capital, there are various places of torture & execution situated near enough to be seen from
the stand where the king and his friends are assembled to enjoy these fearful sights as much as the Spaniards
enjoy their bull fights and the old Romans enjoyed their wild beast shows and martyrdoms. Women, children, and
men muster in great force attired in the gayest and richest of clothing.
The unhappy victims are placed, some in the street of Blood, to be shot at by the Amazons, others in little
canoes held by two men on a large and high platform whence they are precipitated below; others are hewn to
pieces; and others stand at the brink of a precipice and are hurled into the dark abyss below at the king’s signal.
These and many other atrocities are committed, which the shouts and laughter of the spectators and the
monotonous tom toms drown the shriek and cries of the victims. It was from slavery or from such a fate as this
that the Katuans believed themselves freed. The gates were reopened three days after the departure of their
enemies, a fact ascertained by the scouts. The same night owing to the oversight of the guards the gates were
forced open by the Dahomians who had overpowered half the inhabitants before their presence was discovered.
The chief and his warriors appeared half armed and half dressed on the scene. They had been awakened from
their slumber by the din of the unequal conflict, and they fell bravely fighting for their homes and dear ones. The
town was taken; many prisoners were made, many more were killed, and a few escaped into the woods including
the wife and niece of the chief, but they mostly came to an untimely end. The former died of a broken heart
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caused by the death of her husband and the capture of her child. My mother was kept in the king of Dahomey’s
palace at Abomey for two years; she was kindly treated but the sights she witnessed were not calculated to inspire
her with any affection for the murderer of her parents and destroyer of her home.
The king had not deterinined whether he would sacrifice her or adopt her himself. He is said to have embraced
[her] as the last remnant of a noble and extinct house during their first interview. I do not think the embrace was
enjoyed or returned however.
About this time Capt. Forbes of H.M.S. Bonetta was cruising along the coast. He landed at Wydah the chief
port of Dahomey and proceeded to the capital to negociate the abolition of the slave trade. He was unsuccessful
and narrowly escaped with his life; but my mother was sent by him as a present to the Queen of England. Her
majesty was delighted with her little protegee who became one of the companions and playmates of the royal
princesses, during her holidays when at Windsor but principally before going to school. Her chief friend was
Princess Alice whose marriage took place a month before her own and whose eldest child Victoria, was born a
month before myself. We have a daguerreotype of my mother in her first English made dress. I have told you all I
know except that there is a report that my grandfather with his wife and child escaped to Abomey and there hid
themselves until betrayed by a chance expression uttered by the lips of their own child. They were executed and
she was taken to the palace. But I imagine the first version is the true one. My [m]others after life proved almost
as interesting as [her] early childhood. With all good wishes Believe me
Yours sincerely,
Victoria Davies
2
4, Broadhurst Mansions,
Broadhurst Gardens, N. W.
August 24th 1916
Dear Sir:
Miss Knollys has no doubt written to ask you to inform His Majesty of my arrival in England.\fn{ She is writing
to King George V’s private secretary.}
Queen Alexandra told me on Monday when I visited Her Majesty at Marlborough House that the King is
already at Windsor and that I would find His Majesty there. Miss Knollys therefore gave me your name and
address in order that I may be able to communicate with you.
Will you please ask His Majesty to have the goodness to grant me an interview in order that I may do homage
as the daughter of Princess Bonetta and deliver a message from the people of my country as I promised the Prince
Eleko.\fn{The traditional king of Lagos, with whom Victoria and her husband had stayed. }
I have also a message from them for Her Majesty Queen Mary.
My late mother spoke often of the kindness of the late Duchess of Teck Her Majesty’s mother. Queen
Alexandra reminded me of the old days at Osborne and Windsor where my mother and I stayed with my beloved
Godmother Queen Victoria. Unfortunately when I came to pay my homage to King Edward—shortly after the
coronation—I did not see the Prince and Princess of Wales; they were in the Ophir of which he showed me a
painting.
I shall be leaving London about the middle of next week after which my address will be my guardian’s c/o his
wife Mrs. Christie, Castle Hill, Tonbridge, Kent.
The curios which I took to Queen Alexandra for the royal children I was requested to send to your care and I
shall be glad if you will kindly let me know where to send them. They are in a wooden case. I conclude that the
ring for the Prince of Wales and the ebony & ivory walking stick for Prince Albert had better go to Sir Sidney
Greville at St. James Place. Unfortunately some things were stolen on board so I am obliged to send Princess
Mary a big Narragoota basket for work instead of her hair ornament.
Faithfully yours,
Victoria Randle
P.S. Unfortunately my husband Mr. Randle and Jack were unable to accompany me; they are special constables
as our soldiers have been fighting at Duala and elsewhere. I hope they will do so later.
V. R.
179.182 A Letter\fn{by Aliyu, Sarkin of Kano (1864-1926)} “at the royal palace of Kano, Kano State, Nigeria (M) –1
From Sarkin Kano to Waziri Muhammadu Buhari, greetings.
After greetings I have seen your letter and honour it. We clearly understand from it that you are following my
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advice, that both we and you seek for a plan which will be of assistance to our religion and to earth and heaven.
I have found no more useful plan for all Moslems and for us and for you, than as I wrote in my letter which my
messenger brought to you, that we leave this country, all of us—that is my clear conviction-as these dogs have
surrounded us and threaten to overcome us.
May Allah grant that your eyes are opened speedily.
May Allah assist us both and lighten our troubles.
Peace.
182.153 & 290.141 1. Excerpt from The Diary Of Hamman Yaji: “Beginning, in 1912-1917” 2. Excerpt from
The Diary Of Hamman Yaji: “1924, the first completely translated year”\fn{by Hamman Yaji (1867-1929)} Madagali District, Adamawa State, Nigeria (M) 25\fn{ The translator and original editor of this diary, Capt. Leslie Northcott Reed MC
(he won the Military Cross during World War I) states in his Introduction (1927) that “it did not appear necessary to record all these entries
in full, but at the same time it did appear desirable that some portion of the diary should be translated in detail, in order that a better idea
might be given of the scope of the diary as a whole.” I have chosen to reproduce the first few years, because they cover the last stages of
the German administration of this area of what was eventually to become part of Nigeria; and the year 1924, Reed noting that “the period
January 1, 1924 onwards has been selected for translation in full.” Anthony H. M. Kirk-Greene, in his “History of the Diary” (p. 45) notes
further that “the present location of the original Arabic diary is unknown”, precluding a restoration of the missing portions; and that “the
text used in this book has been reproduced” from a single surviving typescript copy “retained in the Provincial Office, Yola,” which after
Independence was transferred to the Nigerian National Archives:H }

1
1912
September 16th
On Monday the 3 of Juldandu there came to me some pagans of the Matakam tribe from Buba Magawa’s village,
who brought me a female slave.
September 20th
th
On Friday the 8 of Juldandu Umar returned from his journey to Garua and informed me that a new Governor
had arrived. I also received news that I had won my case against Moda. In the morning one of the women of my
household refused to give me any food.
September 22nd
th
On Sunday the 10 of Juldandu I raided Sukur and we killed two men. Kaunga was killed.
October 1st
th
On Tuesday the 19 of Juldandu I bought a suit of chain-armour at the price of a horse, and on the same day
raided Mufuli. There we captured two calves, a cow and 14 sheep and goats, a result which displeased me.
October 3rd
On Thursday the 21st of Juldandu the soldiers returned to Mufuli and found four men dead. They captured a few
cattle, which, however, scattered and escaped from them.
October 7th
th
On Monday the 25 of Juldandu I got back two rifles which were in Muftili.
October 20th
th
On Sunday the 9 of Siutorandu I sent some soldiers to Sukur. They found three boys and managed to reach the
Arnado’s house.
October 22nd
th
On Tuesday the 10 of Siutorandu I divided my soldiers into two parties, one to go to Muduvu and the other to go
to Sukur and Juyel. Alhamdu was killed.
November 1st
th
On Friday the 20 of Siutorandu the Mandara people attacked the pagans of Kona with rifle fire.
November 18th
th
On Monday the 8 of Laihaji Gajo returned from his journey to Ngaundere bringing 20 cartridges.
November 21st
th
On Thursday the 11 of Laihaji I sent Atiku and Madi Kelo to Garua in regard to a complaint and I gave them a
horse as a present for the Governor.
November 23rd
th
On Saturday the 13 of Laihaji I sent to Garua to make a complaint against my Duhu people.
November 24th
rd
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On Sunday the 14th of Laihaji I sent Madi Kucheb on a journey to Maifoni and I gave the Sheikh 5 dollars. On the
same day I gave the Emir of Uba 15 shillings.
December 7th
th
On Saturday the 27 of Laihaji I sent two messengers, Buba and Muhammad, to Ngaundere with two horses for
the White Man; one was a present for him and the other was for sale. There was also a female slave for the interpreter.
December 10th
th
On Tuesday the 30 [of] Laihaji the pagans called Shikawa brought me 10 slave girls. I also sent soldiers to Ka male, but they did not reach the Arnado’s compound and only got a female slave whose hand had been cut off and
who was as stupid as a goat. This made me very angry with them.
December 19th
th
th
On Thursday the 9 of Haram Awwal Lawan ’Aji came and made his peace with me. On the 8 day of Haram
Awwal and the night of the 9th I dreamt that I rode a horse into water.
December 27th
th
On Friday the 17 of Haram Awwal the pagans of Sukur brought me two cows as a peace offering.
1913
January 8th
On Wednesday the 29 of Haram Awwal the pagans of Sina killed three of my soldiers and captured three rifles.
My people killed five of the pagans.
January 23rd
th
On Thursday the 15 of Haram Wasti I started, that is to say I adopted, the practice of the Thursday and Monday
fists, while I was in Bugel.
January 29th
th
On Wednesday the 20 of Tumbindu Haramji the Christian sent back my horse because it was sick.
February 4th
th
On Tuesday the 27 of Haram Tumbindu Haramji I found that my slave girl in the absence of her fellow-slaves
had said that she would not prepare my food for me. Why she would not cook my food I do not know, but anyway
the result was that I got no food from her and was obliged to buy it.
February 10th
th
On Monday the 4 of Haram Akhir I gave a friend of mine, who is a clerk in Yola, 55 shillings.\fnA{ This page is
concerned mainly with entries regarding trading expeditions, gifts to him of slaves, and his own visits to his country houses. }
March 17th
th
On Monday the 8 of Banjaru Awwal I sent Mahawonga to hunt out slaves for me from the pagans called
Dugupchi and they found 11 slave girls and one cow.
March 23rd
th
On Sunday the 14 of Banjaru Awwal my people came back from Sinagali, and I heard that they had captured 7
pagans, 15 cattle and 30 sheep, and they returned safely.
March 30th
st
The night of Monday the 21 of Banjaru Awwal the soldiers brought me 11 slaves.
April 3rd
th
The night of Friday the 26 of Banjaru Awwal Atiku brought me news that the Christian wanted labourers and ordered me to get them from the pagans willingly and obediently, even though it might be by fighting them.
April 8th
th
On Tuesday the 30 of Banjaru Awwal Ahmadu and Jauro Abba went off with my people to Mokolo and captured
23 and killed 3.
April 15th
th
On Tuesday the 7 of Banjaru Tumbindu Becho raided in my territory from Duruk to Matakam and captured 13
slaves and 13 cattle.
May 4th
th
On Sunday the 26 of Banjaru Sakitindu the Governor returned to me 410 shillings of the tax, and there remained
with him 490 shillings.
May 12th
th
On Monday the 5 of Banjaru Sakitindu I sent my soldiers to Sukur and they destroyed the house of the Arnado
and took a horse and seven slave girls and burnt their houses. This was on Tuesday.
th
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May 21st
On Wednesday the 14 of Banjaru Sakitindu I sent soldiers to Hudgudur and they captured 20 slave girls.
June 3rd
th
On Tuesday the 27 of Banjaru Sakitindu Abd Mubi arrived and with him my friend, who gave me 551 cartridges.
June 11th
th
On Wednesday the 5 of Sumatendu Waube I sent Barde to Wula, and they captured six slave girls and ten cattle,
and killed three men.
June 14th
th
On Saturday the 8 of Sumatendu Waube Barto, Muhammadu and Buba Towo returned from their journey and
brought goods which the Christian sent me—namely 32 lengths of cloth.
June 18th
th
On Wednesday the 12 of Sumatendu Waube a Hausa-man brought me 21 cartridges.
June 19th
th
On Thursday the 14 [sic] of Sumatendu Waube Musa Kufur brought me 400 cartridges.
June 21st
th
On Saturday the 16 of Sumatendu Waube I sent Barde to Mokolo and he captured 31 slave girls and eight cattle.
June 25th
th
On Wednesday the 20 of Sumatendu Waube I sent my people to the pagans of Midiri and Bula and they captured
48 slave girls and 26 cattle and we killed five persons.
July 6th
st
On Sunday the 1 of Wairordu Sumaye I sent my people to Sina and they captured 30 cattle and six slave girls.
[July 8th]
On Sunday the 3rd of Wairordu Sumaye (sic) the Ober-Lieutenant [sic] entered Mubi and met with Yunus.
July 12th
th
On Saturday the 7 of Wairordu Sumaye (sic) I sent soldiers to Sina and the Sina pagans drove them off.
July 20th
th
On Sunday the 15 of Wairordu Sumaye I sent my people to Sukur and we killed 15 and wounded very many and
captured 15.
July 23rd
th
On Wednesday the 18 of Wairordu Sumaye I returned the people of Sina six of their pagans.
August 12th
th
On Tuesday the 9 of Ramadhan the Arnado of Tur, Tada, died, and on the same day the Amado of Gedel also
died. So I ordered them to pay three calves and 30 goats, and I ordered the people of Tur to pay two slave girls.
August 14th
th
On Thursday the 11 of Ramadhan Math Kachab arrived from Maifoni with 700 cartridges.
August 18th
th
On Monday the 15 of Ramadhan the Oberleutnant "Faizi" visited the pagans of Pellam and stopped there.
August 23rd
th
On Saturday the 20 of Ramadhan the Oberleutnant arrived in Madagali and spent five days there.
August 28th
th
On Thursday the 25 of Ramadhan he left Madagali and went to Duhu. In the month of Juldandu the Governor
and the Oberleutnant departed and I took leave of them safely. He sent Kobawim and Rizku to Gaur, and God be
praised for that.
September 28th
th
On Sunday the 26 of Juldandu “Masa” and two White Men arrived.
September 30th
th
On Tuesday the 28 of Juldandu I heard that the Christian “Masa” had lost his way on the road.
October 30th
th
On Thursday the 29 of Siutorandu Muhammadu returned from his journey to Ngaundere to the Christian named
Mutamfnia, who gave me 50 shillings.\fn{This page contains entries concerning petty trading transactions, visits of his to places
in the vicinity of Madagali, and other matters of little interest. }
December 20th
th
On Friday the 20 of Haram Awwal my son Yaya finished the Qur’an, and I gave him a slave girl and a cow.
th
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January 2nd
On Thursday the 4 of Tumbindu Haramji I sent Yasin on a journey to Ngaundere and sent the Governor a black
horse. I also gave them 4 horses to sell.\fn{ The rest of this page is concerned with a bare record of his journeys during which he
visited Mubi. The next page is only a half page and the entries are repeated with some small additions on the page following }
February 20th
th
On Friday the 24 of Haram Akhir Oberleutnant "Ruskis" began to build a Rest House on the top of Wurdcrc Hill,
but whether it will be finished by nightfall I do not know.
February 23rd
th
On Monday the 27 of Haram Akhir I left the Christian and he went on to Duhu.
February 28th
th
On Saturday the 12 of Banjaru Awwal Yunus and Kaigamma Bakan went to see the Christian and brought back
altogether from him 950 shillings.\fn{ Page 15 of the manuscript gives the date as Banjaru Awwal 2 nd, which is more likely to be
correct}
March 12th
th
On the night of the 14 of Banjaru Awwal there was an eclipse of the moon.\fn{ The rest of this page contains records of
his movements, of a fire in one of the quarters of Madagali town, and of petty trading incidents }
May 12th
th
On Tuesday the 15 of Banjaru Sakitindu I heard that the Oberleutnant had arrived at Wandei, I left Nyibango and
went to Mayo Tapare.
May 13th
th
On Wednesday the 16 of Banjaru Sakitindu the Oberleutnant arrived at the Rest House at Wandei. He gave me
140 shillings.\fn{The rest of this page contains details concerning trading expeditions, an entry about a violent dust-storm and similar
matters of little interest}
June 2nd
th
On Tuesday the 7 of Sumatendu Waube I appointed Takma Arnado Pellam and he gave me his daughter.
June 13th
th
On Saturday the 18 of Sumatendu Waube I received a letter from the Christians telling me that they had taken
away from me the pagans of Sirak, Mufuli and Midii.
July 4th
th
On Saturday the 10 of Wairordu Sumatendu Waube I sent the clerk a horse, but I do not know whether he will
accept it.
August 18th
th
On Tuesday the 25 of Ramadhan Headman Umaru arrived with the news that there had been a battle between the
English and the Germans. On the German side 500 were killed and on the English 443.
September 1st
th
On Tuesday the 10 of Juldandu Atiku returned from Garua with news of a fight between the English and the Germans.
September 6th
th
On Sunday the 15 of Juldandu a letter arrived from Garua to inform me that the Germans had driven back the
English and scattered them. He ordered me to send him 100 carriers.
September 7th
th
On Monday the 16 of Juldandu I sent Ardo Yáji and ten horsemen with the 100 carriers.
September 12th
st
On Saturday the 21 of Juldandu I received news that the English had sent Ardo Michika back to Michika. On the
same day a messenger arrived with the news that the Christians had fined Audu 300 shillings.
September 16th
th
On Wednesday 25 of Juldandu an Englishman arrived in Mandara and ordered horses from me, taking 22. I ac companied them to Jenge and then returned to my house owing to the lying of the Sultan of Mandara.
September 25th
th
On Friday the 4 of Siutorandu I sent the remaining five horses to the English at Mandara.
September 28th
th
On Monday the 7 of Siutorandu I sent Maliki to the Emir of Yola.
October 7th
th
On Wednesday the 16 of Siutorandu news arrived from Mubi that Musa Malam Bawa had arrived with soldiers
to look at the Rest House at Mubi.
October 11th
th
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On Sunday the 20th of Siutorandu Hamma Abdullah returned from Mandara with the price of the horses-3192/6d.
October 12th
On Monday the 21st of Siutorandu an Englishman named Mr. Lyon arrived.
October 18th
th
On Sunday the 27 of Siutorandu Mr. Lyon left Madagali.
October 20th
th
On Tuesday the 29 of Siutorandu Mr. Lyon left Madagali and went to Mandara.
October 26th
th
On Monday the 5 of Laihaji I sent the Christians at Mandara a present valued at 40 shillings.\fn{ The Arabic is a little
obscure}
November 6th
th
On Friday the 17 of Laihaji I sent soldiers to Jenge and they arrested the Bulama on account of certain things,
and I gave the Sergeant-Major 100 and some of them 20 and some of them ten and some of them 20 and some of
them seven.\fn{The articles are not stated}
November 7th
th
On Saturday the 18 of Laihaji we counted the number of my horsemen who had no horses, and they came to 47.
On the same day the pagans of Subala ransomed their women at 36 shillings a woman.
November 23rd
th
On Monday the 4 of Haram Awwal the Governor sent me 500 shillings.
November 28th
th
On Saturday the 11 of Haram Awwal I raided Gumasi and took 20 cattle.
December 3rd
On Thursday the 15th of Haram Awwal I raided Tur and captured 50 cattle.
December 12th
th
On Saturday the 24 of Muharram Awwal the French Christian arrived in Madagali and the people of Madagali all
ran away. There were four White Men.
December 14th
th
On Monday the 25 of Muharram Awwal I returned with my people to Madagali.
December 16th
th
On Wednesday the 28 of Haram Awwal I sent the Frenchmen 77 shillings.
1915
January 16th
On Saturday the 29 of Tumbindu Haramji we counted the cattle and found that in two months I acquired 379.
January 19th
nd
On Tuesday the 2 of Haram Akhir the Christians came to Mandara.
January 22nd
th
On Friday the 5 of Haram Akhir a Christian arrived in Madagali from Michika and ordered me to proceed to
Mandara, but I refused.
January 23rd
th
On Saturday the 6 of Haram Akhir the Christian Colour-Sergeant started off for Mandara with my son Ahmad.
February 2nd
th
On Tuesday the 18 of Haram Akhir we raided Kurang and got 100 cattle. Governor Din\fn{ Duhring?} fought with
the English and killed two Whitemen of the English. This occurred on Friday the 12 th of Haram Akhir.
No date
I raided Humumzi and captured four slave girls and 20 cattle.
February 27th
th
On Saturday the 11 of Banjaru Awwal in the middle of the night I heard that a Christian named Mr. Gaya had ar rived from Duhu.
March 10th
nd
On Wednesday the 22 of Banjaru Awwal the Christian named Mr. Gaya left Madagali and went to Duhu.\fn{ The
th

rest of this page is occupied with trading affairs, gifts to him from pagans and others, and his own movements. He also states he divided the
pagans of Sukur into two separate sections}

March 31st
On Wednesday the 14 of Banjaru Tumbindu the Christian Mr. Gaya arrived in Madagali and stayed one night.
th
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April 1st
th

On Thursday the 15 of Banjaru Tumbindu the Christian Mr. Gaya left for Mandara.
April 28th
th

On Wednesday the 13 of Banjaru Sakitindu 12 soldiers arrived at Mandara.\fn{ The rest of the page is mainly concerned
with his movements in the vicinity of Madagali}
May 15th
th
On Saturday the 30 of Banjaru Sakitindu I took on the devotional practices of the Mandist sect under Malam
Muhammad’s instruction.
June 5th
st
On Saturday the 21 of Sumatendu Waube Magaji and Sarkin Hausawa returned from their journey to the Christian at Mandara. Everything had turned out successfully and I was very pleased with them.\fn{ The rest of this page
contains entries regarding his own movements, small trading details, and the record of a heavy fall of rain }
June 17th
rd
On Thursday the 3 of Wairordu Sumaye I received news that the English had captured Garua.
June 24th
th
On Thursday the 11 of Wairordu Sumaye I sent Kachella Suleiman to the Captain with 40 chickens.
June 25th
th
On Friday the 12 of Wairordu Sumaye I raided Tufu and captured eight slave girls.
June 30th
th
On Wednesday the 16 of Sha'aban I raided Kamale and captured 56 cattle and 40 slaves. \fn{ This and the next two
pages of the manuscript contain nothing of interest. They consist entirely of records of his own movements, details of trading expeditions
with lists of articles he purchased, and records of gifts to and from his own people. He relates that the Emir of Mubi married his daughter,
and he notes that his stomach first began to cause him trouble, a matter which is referred to in several later entries }

[August 25th]
On Wednesday the 13th of Juldandu I sent 200 labourers to Garua.
November 30th
On Tuesday the 22 of Haram 13 soldiers came from Garua to investigate into the lies that Bakari and Yaji had
been telling.
December 3rd
th
On Friday the 25 of Haram I set off with the soldiers on a journey to Garua.
December 17th
th
On Friday the 9 of Tumbindu Haramji I entered Garua and stopped in the Government Station in order that I
might be treated for my illness by the doctor. I remained there four days.
[December 21st]
On Tuesday I had to fight cases against Rnfa’u, Abdu, Jabril and Bakari Duhu, but I defeated them all. I then
stayed two more days there.
December 23rd
th
On Thursday the 14 of Tumbindu Haramji I left the Government Station and went to my own house.
December 28th
th
On Tuesday the 19 of Tumbindu Haraniji I left Garua safely.
nd

1916
January 18th
th

On Tuesday the 12 of Haram Akhir I sent off 370 labourers.
January 23rd
On Sunday the 17 of Haram Akhir Midaina died killed by Bulama Hamad’s witchcraft, so I sentenced Bulama
after trying him.
January 30th
th
On Sunday the 24 of Haram Akhir at night Salman’s house was burnt down and at the same time 1000 cartridges
of mine were burnt. In the month of Banjaru Awwal I raided Kanikela and captured five slave girls, whom I let go,
and 20 cattle.
February 12th
th
On Saturday the 8 of Banjaru Awwal I arrived in Garua and saw the Captain, who told me to wait until the
Colonel came back. He told me he would send labourers to put up a house for me, until the Colonel arrived. Then
he said, “You are a big chief; I will not make you stay here with us, but go to your house and settle down. You
th
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know what is befitting a chief.”
February 14th
On Monday the 10th of Banjaru Awwal I went to see the Captain and found Jauro Kova had also come there from
Yola. I then left the Captain safely.
February 15th
th
On Tuesday the 11 of Banjaru Awwal I left Garua.
February 17th
th
On Thursday the 13 of Banjaru Awwal I heard that Jauro Kova had also left and gone to Yola.
February 23rd
th
On Wednesday the 19 of Banjaru Awwal I reached Mubi and the same day sent Bula Soja to the Captain with
three cows.
March 15th
th
On Wednesday the 10 of Banjaru Tumbindu I made a raid and captured cattle from Mokolo, and on Friday I captured cattle from Lamsha and Dubur. The total number of cattle was 167.
March 21st
th
On Tuesday the 16 of Banjaru Tumbindu I sent Jauro to the pagans of Loko and captured nine slave girls and 11
cattle.
March 25th
th
On Saturday the 20 of Banjaru Tumbindu I burnt the house of a pagan named Dufai.
April 1st
th
On Saturday the 27 of Banjaru Tumbindu Kabala returned from his journey to Garua with news that the Captain
had refused the calves.
April 4th
th
On Tuesday the 30 of Banjaru Tumbindu Bakari Banel brought me a German rifle.
April 9th
th
On Sunday the 5 of Banjaru Sakitindu I raided Hida and captured 30 cattle and 30 slave girls.
April 16th
th
On Sunday the 12 of Banjaru Sakitindu Ardo Yaji and Bula returned from their journey to Garua with news of a
quarrel between the English and the French.
April 22nd
th
On Saturday the 18 of Banjaru Sakitindu Barde raided Mokolo and captured 40 cattle and\fn{Rest deleted}
May 7th
th
On Sunday the 4 of Sumatendu Waube I heard that the Christians with Sheikh Sanda had arrived at Isge.
May 16th
th
On Tuesday the 13 of Sumatendu Waube I sent my men to Kekele, but on Wednesday they made a mess of the
expedition, and my slave Audu Wemgo was killed, as also were seven pagans of Humuchi together with some pa gans of Pellam.
May 31st
th
On Wednesday the 27 of Sumatendu Waube the Christians collected all the chiefs at the Government Station, and
the Colonel gave me a saddle with a high pommel.
June 18th
th
On Sunday the 16 of Wairordu Sumaye I left Mayo Tapare and met the Christian named Sarsar at Duhu.
June 19th
th
On Monday the 17 of Wairordu Sumaye we marked out the boundary between me and Bakari Duhu.\fn{ The rest of
this page is occupied with a list of presents given him by various Madagali people to welcome him on his return from Garua, and with a
record of visits he paid to his various houses in the neighbourhood of Madagali. The next page contains records of visits to his various
houses in the vicinity of Madagali, details of trading transactions, an entry recording a present he sent to the Emir of Mandara, and other
matters of little interest}

July 23rd
nd

On Sunday the 22 of Rmadhan I raided the pagans of Hindu and captured 12 slaves.
July 27th
On Thursday the 26 of Rmadhan I heard that the Commandant of Garua had left and been succeeded by a
Colonel. So I sent Kachdlla Suleiman the same day to Garua to offer my greetings.
August 7th
th
On Monday the 7 of Juldandu we raided Mokolo and captured 30 slaves and three cows. Barde died on the
Mokolo expedition.
th
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August 18th
On Friday the 18 of Juldandu I appointed as chief of my soldiers a man named Fadhl al Nar. We reckoned up the
possessions of Barde which came to 40 slaves and ten horses.
August 27th
th
On Sunday the 27 of Juldandu my son Yahya was killed by the pagans of Gaur and his slave wounded.
September 25th
th
On Monday the 26 of Siutorandu the Christians Itina and Sarsar arrived and I gave them 14 goats and three
cows. He gave me six more villages—Mugil and Humuchi and others. He also gave me 60 shillings.
September 27th
th
On Wednesday the 28 of Siutorandu the lieutenant left for Mandara and the Sergeant with Yerima Baba went off
to raid the pagans of Gaur.
September 29th
th
On Friday the 30 of Siutorandu Yerima Baba returned from raiding Gaur. The pagans had driven off my people,
wounding four men and one horse.
October 6th
th
On Friday the 8 of Laihaji I sent my soldiers against the Sina pagans in the Daba area, and they captured 34
slaves and seven cows. They killed five people.
October 19th
st
On Thursday the 21 of Laihaji I sent my soldiers to Sukur and they captured 18 slaves.
October 22nd
th
On Sunday the 24 of Laihaji Mumun came and said that the Germans had gone.\fn{ The rest of this page is concerned
mainly with trading matters, his own movements and the exchange of presents with various people }
October 28th
th
On Saturday the 30 of Laihaji I raided Mufuli and killed four men and ten cattle.
November 4th
th
On Saturday the 7 of Haram Awwal I sent Sarkin Hausawa Audu to Yola to offer my condolences on the death of
Bobbo Ahmadu, and I sent the Emir of Yola a horse.
November 7th
th
On Tuesday the 10 of Haram Awwal we divided 40 shillings on all the houses.\fn{ The rest of the page is concerned
with an account of his own movements}
December 1st
th
On Friday the 5 of Tumbindu Haramji I sent my people to raid the pagans named Tulle and they killed five men
and captured eight slaves and 18 cattle.\fn{The rest of this page is concerned with trading affairs and his movements }
December 9th
th
On Saturday the 13 of Tumbindu Haramji Muhammad Bintu and Audu Sarkin Hausawa returned from their journey to Yola, bringing a gown which the Emir of Yola gave me. The same day I sent my son Abd al Rahman to the
school of the Christians at Garua.
December 14th
th
On Thursday the 18 of Tumbindu Haramji I raided Hindu and captured 53 slaves and seven cattle, and killed
three men.
December 19th
rd
On Tuesday the 23 of Tumbindu Haramji my uncle brought me a few cartridges.
th

1917
January 2nd
On Tuesday the 7 of Haram Akhir I arrived at Garua and had a discussion concerning two slaves. There was also
talk about rifles.
January 3rd
th
On Wednesday the 8 of Haram Akhir I sent Jauro to Madagali regarding the rifles.
January 12th
th
On Friday the 16 of Haram Akhir Jauro returned with the rifles.
January 14th
On Sunday the 15th of Haram Akhir the Christians and all the horsemen had horse races.
January 17th
nd
On Wednesday the 22 of Haram Akhir in the evening the Captain returned me my rifles and also my slave from
th
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Libam. He also decided the case between me and Bakari Duhu concerning our boundary, in which I won.
January 18th
On Thursday the 23rd of Haram Akhir I left Garua early in the morning.
January 28th
th
On Sunday the 4 of Banjaru Awwal I raided Gedel and captured two cows and [illegible] boys.
February 2nd
th
On Friday the 9 of Banjaru Awwal I raided Midiri and captured four slaves and seven cattle.
February 4th
th
On Sunday the 11 of Banjaru Awwal I received news of the death of Sheikh Sanda.
February 25th
nd
On Sunday the 2 of Banjaru Tumbindu I received 50 shillings and two gowns for a slave girl.
March 12th
th
On Monday the 17 of Banjaru Tumbindu I raided Hindu and captured 20 slaves.\fn{ The rest of this page is concerned
with his own movements and with trading matters. He also records that there were a number of Bororo in his area with a large number of
horses}

April 8th
On Sunday the 15 of Banjaru Sakitindu I raided Mokolo and captured 30 slaves and 13 cattle.\fn{The rest of this
page is concerned with presents to him from the Bororo Fulani, with his own movements, and similar matters. He
records a thunder-storm, and mentions the death of a son of his}
April 20th
th
On Friday the 27 of Banjaru Sakitindu Buba Jam returned from Garua with an order for me to go to Marua.
May 7th
th
On Monday the 15 of Sumatendu Waube Fadhl al Nar raided the Uba pagans and captured four slaves, 27 cattle,
62 goats, 11 gowns and a fez. We killed 12 men.
May 12th
th
On Saturday the 20 of Sumatendu Waube I sent Fadhi al Nar to Libani and he captured 25 cattle.
May 21st
th
On Monday the 29 of Sumatendu Waube I entered Mania and gave the Captain eight cows. He refused to accept
them, however, and took a calf.
May 24th
nd
On Thursday the 2 of Wairordu Sumaye I left Marua.\fn{ The bulk of the next two pages is concerned with his journey to
Mania and the incidents on the way and part of his return journey }
June 5th
On Tuesday the 14th of Wairordu Sumaye my people raided Sinagali and captured ten cattle and 40 goats.
June 8th
th
On Friday the 17 of Wairordu Sumaye Bajam and Harun returned from Garua and said that the Commandant in structed me that I should deal with Garua and not Marua.
June 21st
th
On Thursday the 30 of Wairordu Sumaye I raided Hindu and captured 11 slaves.
July 4th
th
On Wednesday the 13 of Ramadhan I went to Guzum and met the Christian named Lisdan.
July 6th
th
On Friday the 15 of Ramadhan Lisdan rode along the French border and the following day along the German
border. He told me not to have anything to do with Jauro until the Captain at Marua arrived. The same day the pa gans at Duhu marked out their boundary as passing by the other side of my house. So Lisdan arrested Arnado Us manu for his offence in regard to this matter of my house. On the same day I left him and went to Zu and he or dered me to proceed to Marua.
July 13th
nd
On Friday the 22 of Ramadhan I had a short talk with the Captain.
July 14th
rd
On Saturday the 23 of Ramadhan the Captain had some horse-races.
July 15th
th
On Sunday the 24 of Ramadhan the Christian collected the people and explained the administration of justice
and the criminal law.
July 16th
th
On Monday the 25 of Ramadhan I went to the Government Station and talked over my case against Bakari
th

146

Duhu. They said they would leave the matter until after the Id, when the Captain would go to Gulak and Duhu. I
left Bulama and Bakari Duhu to talk over the matter with the Lieutenant.
July 17th
th
On Tuesday the 26 of Ramadhan I departed from Marua, leaving Bulama and Ardo Yaji to fight the case of
Bakari Duhu. They defeated him.
July 19th
th
On Thursday the 28 of Ramadhan I raided the pagans of Lamsha and got 50 slaves.
August 1st
th
On Wednesday the 12 of Juldandu I sent my people to the Emir to raid the pagans called Mijilu.
August 8th
th
On Wednesday the 19 of Juldandu I raided the pagans called Fakara and got 27 slaves from my own territory and
23 from Fakara together with seven cows.
August 12th
rd
On Sunday the 23 of Juldandu two rifles arrived.
August 16th
th
On Thursday the 27 of Juldandu I sent Fadhl al Nar with his men to raid Sukur and they captured 80 slaves, of
whom I gave away 40. We killed 27 men and women and 17 children. On the same day I sent a force to raid Du flir and they killed eight pagans. The pagans killed the leader of my force and captured one rifle.
August 26th
th
On Sunday the 8 of Siutorandu I fixed the penalty for every slave who leaves me without cause at four slave girls
and if he is a poor man 200 lashes.
September 6th
On Thursday the 19th of Siutorandu I sent Fadhi al Nar to raid Hindu and we captured two women.
September 15th
th
On Saturday the 27 of Siutorandu I sent Liman and Misau to the Christian with two horses.
September 21st
rd
On Friday the 3 of Laihaji I raided Gedcl and captured eight slaves.
September 27th
On Thursday the 10th of Laihaji the Captain arrived and stopped at the Rest House without my knowing.
October 4th
th
On Thursday the 17 of Laihaji I sent Bula with my soldiers to raid Midiri and other places. They captured three
slaves.
October 9th
nd
On Tuesday the 22 of Laihaji I sent Fadhi al Nar to raid the pagans of Wula and they captured 10 slaves and
killed two men.
October 16th
th
On Tuesday the 29 of Dhahaiya I heard news from Mubi that the Lieutenant had arrived at Mubi.
October 19th
nd
On Friday the 2 of Muharram I raided the pagans of Hindu and captured eight slaves and killed five men.
November 1st
th
On Thursday the 15 of Haram Awwal I raided Gumusi and captured three slaves.
November 6th
th
On Tuesday the 20 of Haram Awwal I raided Dufur and killed two people.
November 7th
st
On Wednesday the 21 of Haram Awwal Bula gave me a slave girl as the price of his getting the pagans of Dubulum. I do not think that they will be in his control for 12 months, for he is a mischief-maker in the land.
November 8th
nd
On Thursday the 22 of Haram Awwal a letter arrived summoning me to Marua and God is knowing.
November 13th
th
On Tuesday the 27 of Haram Awwal I left Madagali to go to Mania and stopped at my house at Mayo Tapare. On
the same day sent Yeriina Abba to raid Garta and he captured 20 cattle and eight slaves.
November 19th
th
On Monday the 4 of Tumbindu Haramji I went to the Government Station (in Marua) with the tax money and
other things and gave them to the Lieutenant. Two Fulani had a complaint against me but Iwon.
November 21st
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On Wednesday the 5th of Tumbindu Haramji I took my leave of the Captain. He told me that the Bau pagans belonged to me.
November 24th
th
On Saturday the 8 of Tumbindu Haramji I sent Fadhl al Nar to raid with his people and they captured eight cat tle.
November 25th
th
On Sunday the 9 of Tumbindu Haramji I went myself and raided Mokolo and captured 30 cattle but we did not
count the dead.
December 1st
th
On Saturday the 15 of Tumbindu Haramji we counted the tax of the whole land of Madagali and it came to 1803
shillings and 144 cattle.
December 11th
th
On Tuesday the 25 of Tumbindu Haramji the Captain arrived from Wandei and said he wanted to tour my land. I
gave him two oxen and he gave me 20 five-franc pieces.
December 12th
th
On Wednesday the 26 of Tumbindu Haramji the Captain left Madagali and went to Durei.
December 25th
th
On Tuesday the 10 of Haram Akhir the Captain returned at night and gave me 11 five-franc pieces.
December 28th
th
On Friday the 13 of Haram Akhir I left Madagali to go to Marua.
December 30th
th
On Sunday the 15 of Haram Akhir I reached Mokolo and sent Fadhl al Nar to raid Dufur. They captured eight
cattle and killed two men.
2
1924
January 1st
On Tuesday the 23 Banjaiu Tumbindu\fn{The months are Fulani names, except for a few which are Arabic } I left my
house at Maradi and went to my house at Humuchi.\fn{ All of his former residences are now in ruins; the locations of those
named as Maradi, Mayo Tapare and Sakia are not known by these names today } On the same day I sent my man Sa’id to Gulak,
since they had come to an agreement with Abd al Kerim to make peace among themselves. So they made peace.
On the same day I heard that Ardo Suyudi, Lawan Mana and Mai Bornu had gone to Baba Dagashi. I was doubtful about this, so I at once sent Malam Hamman to Baba Dagashi to bring me the truth of the matter.
January 3rd
th
On Thursday the 25 of Banjaru Tumbindu I left my house at Humuchi and stopped at my house at Nyiburi.
On the same day I heard that the pagans of Sina had quarrelled with Arnado Bakai.
January 8th
st
On Tuesday the 1 Banjam Sakitindu at night my son Abd al Rahman came to me and told me that the pagans
of Kova had gone to the pagans of Michika and seized their property. The Michika pagans killed one of the Kova
men, while the latter wounded a Michika man. I at once sent my men off on horseback.
January 9th
nd
On Wednesday the 2 of Banjaru Sakitindu Jauro Othman brought me a black gown, which Ajia had sent him
previously, when he quarrelled with the Kadi Hammad.
January 11th
th
On Friday the 4 of Banjaru Sakitindu I gave the Galadima of Mama two gowns, since he had come to visit me
and had given me a saddle. On the same day Dadandi returned from his journey to the Christian Mr. Rosedale,
who sent to say he was coming to visit me.
January 12th
th
On Saturday the 5 of Banjaru Sakitindu I left my house at Nyiburi and stopped at my house in Nyibango.
January 13th
th
On Sunday the 6 of Banjaru Sakitindu I sent Jaman Umaru and a carrier on a journey to Yola, as the Christian
of the Quarter had ordered me to send him in.
January 13th
th
On Sunday the 6 of Banjaru Sakitindu I left my house at Nyibango and stopped at my house at Mayo Tapare,
rd

148

and then I returned to my house at Madagali. On the same day I fined Ardo Garga, Lawan Mana and Mai Bornu
60s.\fn{Shillings; by this time the British are in firm control of the northern portion of the former German colony:H }, a gown and a
cow.
January 14th
th
On Monday the 7 of Banjaru Sakitindu I left my house in Madagali in order to meet the Christian Mr. Rosedale, as he had ordered me in his letter to proceed to Kova. Then I stopped in my house in Zu.
January 15th
On Tuesday I left there and stopped at my house in Wuro Alhamdu, where I spent one night.
January 16th
On Wednesday I went from there to my house in Maradi.
January 17th
On Thursday I left there and stopped at Kova, where I met the Christian Mr. Rosedale. He marked out the
boundary between Kova and Michika and Moda. Then I returned to Wuro Alhamdu. When I took my leave of the
Christian I ordered him to go to the Kamale pagans. So he went with Yerima Abba and ordered them to pay up
their tax. This they refused to do, the whole lot of them, except for two people. Then he went off to Moda, while
Yerima Abba returned.
January 22nd
th
On Tuesday the 15 of Banjaru Sakitindu a letter arrived from the Christian Mr. Rosedale ordering me to send
my son Abd al Rahman to them.
January 24th
th
On Thursday the 17 of Banjaru Sakitindu I sent Abd al Rahman to Yola, and the same day I departed myself
from Wuro al Hamdu\fn{Alhamdu, elsewhere} and put up in my house in Zu.
January 25th
th
On Friday the 18 of Banjaru Sakitindu I started off in the morning from Zu and stopped at my house in Mada gali.
January 26th
th
On Saturday the 19 of Banjaru Sakitindu we heard thunder and saw clouds, and it became somewhat dark.
January 27th
th
On Sunday the 20 of Banjaru Sakitindu God was gracious to his servants and gave them rain. On the same
day my man Baraya gave me a cow, which had not calved; it was pure white in colour. At the same time I sent off
Sarkin Shanu to Adamayel telling him to pay the zakah on his cattle, namely five cows, and I sanctioned the giv ing of one of them to Malam Bobore.
January 29th
nd
On Tuesday the 22 of Banjaru Sakitindu I received news that the pagans of Mugudi had raided my house at
Nyiburi and had wounded my horse and a man of the Kamale pagans. On their side two Mugudi men were killed.
January 30th
rd
On Wednesday the 23 of Banjaru Sakitindu I received a letter from the Christian Mr. Rosedale telling me to
stop people robbing travelers on the main road. On the same day I received news that the pagans of Michika had
raided the people of the Emir of Mubi and had killed five men.
February 1st
th
On Friday the 25 of Banjaru Sakitindu a letter arrived from the Christian Mr. Rosedale ordering me to repair
the road, the prison and the Court House. On the same day I bought a donkey from Sarkin Shanu for a cow. On
the same day I left my house in Madagali and stopped at my house in Mayo Tapare.
February 3rd
th
On Sunday the 27 of Banjaru Sakitindu Dada ran away.
February 5th
th
On Tuesday the 29 of Banjaru Sakitindu I left my house in Mayo Tapare and stopped in my house in Mada gali. On the same day I bought a horse from Bulama Abba for three cows.
February 6th
On Wednesday the last day of Banjaru Sakitindu Sarkin Hausawa Audu returned from his journey to Kano
bringing three turbans with him. On the same day Malam Vmaru returned from his journey to Bornu. He brought
three black gowns.
February 8th
On Friday the 2nd of Rajab I received a letter from Captain Coste saying he would stop the pagans of Mugudi
entering my land. At the same time I heard that Ahmad had raided the pagans of Wula.
February 9th
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On Saturday the 3rd of Rajab I received a letter from the Christian Mr. Rosedale ordering me to go to meet him
at Sina. So I at once left my house in Madagali and stopped during the heat of the day at my house in Nyibango. I
then went on from my house in Nyibango to my house in Nyiburi, where I spent one night. Then I started off for
Sina and met the Christian and spent the night with him there. I arrested a man of the Sina pagans and imprisoned
him and the following morning sent him off.
February 11th
On Monday I left there and stopped at my house in Nyiburi. There I heard that the Christian Mr. Rosedale
wanted to give Sinagali to Lawan Aji. I spent one night there. Then I left my house in Nyiburi and stopped at Kar nale with the Christian.
February 12th
th
On the 6 of Rajab at Kamale the Christian Mr. Rosedale imprisoned Amado Karnale together with Koji and
they spent the night in prison. Jauro Hamman Bintu lost 7/6d\fn{ Pence; this reads: “seven shillings and six pence” of English
money} of the tax of the Sina pagans.
February 15th
th
On Friday the 10 of Rajab Kachagama and Salim returned from Pellam with the tax, which was 10d short.
February 17th
th
On Sunday the 12 of Rajab I left my house at Nyiburi and stopped at my house in Humuchi.
February 18th
On Monday I left there and stopped at my house in Wuro Alhamdu.
February 20th
th
On Wednesday the 15 of Rajab I left my house at Wuro Alhamdu and stopped at Zu. Then I left there on hearing that the Christian Mr. Davies had arrived in Madagali. I at once sent my man Sa’id with Umar Gulak to wel come him. Then I arrived at my house in Madagali.
February 22nd
th
On Friday the 16 of Rajab I went to the Rest House and met the Christian Mr. Davies.
February 23rd
th
On Saturday the 17 of Rajab I received a letter from the Christian Mr. Rosedale saying that a pagan of Madagali named Mele had brought a complaint against me for taking his money from him by force.
February 24th
th
On Sunday the 18 of Rajab I sent Jidr and Malam Ibrahim on a journey to Bornu with 100s. to buy me goods.
On the same day a letter arrived from the Christian Mr. Rosedale saying that a soldier had run away with his rifle
and 100 cartridges. He told me that if I heard news of him I was to capture him.
February 25th
th
On Monday the 19 of Rajab the Christian Mr. Davies left.
February 26th
th
On Tuesday the 20 of Rajab Dadandi returned from his journey to the Christian Mr. Rosedale. The news he
brought was that the Christian ordered Jauro Duhu to send him their General Tax.
February 29th
rd
On Friday the 23 of Rajab at night Ajia quarrelled with Tayau because he was slow in carrying out an order of
mine, so I fined Ajia 4s. English.
March 1st
th
On Saturday the 24 of Rajab I left my house at Madagali and stopped at my house at Mayo Tapare. The same
night I gave Sarkin Hausawa a cow.
March 3rd
th
On Tuesday night the 27 of Rajab after breaking my fast I left my house at Mayo Tapare and stopped at my
house at Nyibango.
March 4th
th
On Wednesday the 28 of Rajab I received a letter from Mr. Davies to the French Christian. The same night a
female slave of mine, named Awwa, refused to cook me my food, and gave as her excuse that she had no water.
This made me a little angry.
March 4th
th
On Wednesday the 28 of Rajab I heard of the death of Jauro Hamman, Umaru Jabo and Umaru Dija, so I at
once left my house at Nyibango and went to Jauro Hamman’s house to offer my condolences to his son.
March 8th
st
On the 1 of Jaujaungel I sent off the whole of the General Tax of my land, £330-12-5.\fn{ Read as “three hundred
thirty pounds, twelve shillings, five pence” } On the same day I gave Iya, Jauro Hamman’s son, his father’s position, and
150

he gave me 2 cows. I said to him: “If you do bad work, even though it may be once only, I shall punish you.”
March 9th
On Sunday the 2nd of Jaujaungel Malam Mukhtar returned at noon from his journey to the Christian Mr.
Rosedale bringing me a letter. I immediately decided to go to my house at Mayo Tapare.
March 12th
th
On Wednesday the 5 of Jaujaungel I sent my mounted men to the Fulani of Nyibango, since they had disobeyed my summons. On their arrival I talked to them and then sent them with a letter to the Christian. My man
Sarkin Tafarki went with him. On the same day I left my house at Mayo Tapare and stopped at Madagali. On arrival I received a letter from the Christian asking me if I heard of the people who rob and extort under my protec tion. I replied the following day that they did not rob and extort under my protection.
March 13th
th
On Thursday the 6 of Jaujaungel Ardo Garga died at noon.
March 17th
th
On Monday the 10 of Jaujaungel Sarkin Tafarki returned from his journey to the Christian with a letter, in
which I was ordered to collect the Jangali of the Fulani, who had refused to pay. On the same day I left my house
at Madagali and went to my house at Nyibango.
March 18th
The following day I seized their cattle at a place named Mazawa.
March 21st
th
On Friday the 14 of Jaujaungel I sent Malam Umaru to Mubi to sell\fn{ Buy in the original} the cattle which I had
taken from the Fulani. On the same day I left my house at Nyibango, after the Kadi Muhammad had returned
from his jourpey to Mubi and informed me that the Christian was coming. I stopped at Mayo Tapare, where I
spent the night. Then I left there and stopped at my house in Madagali. On the same day Malam Mukhtar returned
with the Village Head’s share of the General Tax.
March 24th
th
On Monday the 17 of Jaujaungel I decided to institute the prayer of the Mahdist sect on the following Friday.
It may be that God will answer our prayer, and I pray God to grant us that which will gladden my heart. On the
same day the Emir of Uba sent his agents to me, and Dadandi returned from his journey to Mubi.
March 25th
th
On Tuesday the 18 of Jaujaungel I sent off the Emir of Uba’s man, named Kaigamma Abbas, and gave him
5s. English. To the Emir I gave a horse.
March 27th
th
On Thursday the 20 of Jaujaungel I left my house at Madagali to go to Zu, as the Christian Mr. Rosedale had
ordered me to meet the Resident at the Michika Rest House. Then I left my house at Zu, and spent the night on the
road near Moda by the bank of the river Galbije. Then I left there and went to the Michika Rest House. Then the
Resident arrived in a motor-car, and I went to welcome him. When he had alighted he said what he had to say, and
I then spent the day in the shade, leaving after the midday prayer for Wuro Gayadi.
March 29th
nd
On Saturday the 22 of Wairordu Sumaye I left my house at Wuro Gayadi and stopped at Maradi. On the same
day Malam Umaru returned from selling the cattle of the Fulani for 542s.
March 30th
rd
On Sunday the 23 of Wairordu Sumaye I sent my man Barade Umaru to Yola to offer his condolences on a
death. I gave him 100s. and for his food for the journey 6s.
April 1st
th
On Tuesday the 25 of Wairordu Sumaye Bobbo Inna returned from his journey to Mubi, as the Christian Mr.
Rosedale had asked me for details of my ancestors from the beginning. On the same day I bought a horse from the
people of Kova for a cow, a calf and cash to the value of a small calf. I gave my son Abd al Rahman a small slave
and I said to him: “Listen; I am not going to clothe you any more.”
April 3rd
th
On Thursday the 27 of Wairordu Sumaye my son, Malam Ibrahim, Abu Bakr and others, returned from their
journey to Bornu. They brought a black gown, and a roll of coloured cloth. They told me that there was no sale for
the cattle which they took with them, and they left these cattle in Bornu as also the amount of money which they
had taken with them, namely 210s. The gown which they brought I gave to my man Sa’id in payment of my debt
to him, and I at once decided not to send any cattle to Bornu again for sale.
April 9th
th
On Wednesday the 4 of Ramadhan Malam Mukhtar was sent off with the Fulani tax, which amounted to
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1282s. and I gave him 2s. for his food.
April 13th
On Sunday the 8th of Ramadhan Malam Mukhtar returned from his journey to Mubi, bringing back the money
which he had taken with him. The Christian Mr. Rosedale said that he had taken 600s. and given it to the Kadi
Muhammad to write up in his register and send to Yola himself. As for the rest, I was to keep it until I wished and
to divide it up among the cattle owners.
April 14th
th
On Monday the 9 of Ramadhan Sarkin Hausawa returned from Bornu, bringing goods, namely saddle cloths,
two turbans, kolas, 76s., four writing pads, a sash and a gown. The latter, however, he did not buy. At the same
time Dadandi returned from his journey to the Christian Mr. Rosedale with Dhumair, whom he had taken with
him. The latter was found not guilty of the murder and of the other things he was accused of, and the Christian explained his order to me.
April 15th
th
On Tuesday the 10 of Ramadhan I left my house at Maradi and stopped at my house at Wuro Alhamdu.
April 16th
th
On Wednesday the 11 of Ramadhan I heard of the death of my horse, which was with Mana.
April 18th
th
On Friday the 12 of Ramadhan Barade returned from Yola from paying my condolences [to] the Emir al
Yemen. He bought me there a sword belt and four rugs.
April 19th
th
On Saturday night the 14 of Ramadhan my slave Jauro ran away to Gwoza. So I sent Malam Garga to bring
him back, but Jauro refused to come. So Malam Garga returned and told me that Jauro said he would only come
back if Hamman Bindu went to fetch him. However, I refused to send Hamman to him, but ordered Fadhl al Nar
to go.
Apri1 23rd
th
On Wednesday the 18 of Ramadhan Jauro Soja returned from Gwoza after Fadhl al Nar had got to him. I was
at Wuro Alhamdu at the time.
Apri1 26th
st
On Saturday the 21 of Ramadhan Llwan Aji came to me with his people who live with him. Their wish was
that I should give them the pagans of Sina, so that they might make Sina their home and establish a village there. I
was in Wuro Alhamdu at the time.
May 1st
th
On Thursday the 26 of Ramadhan I left my house at Wuro Alhamdu and met the Christian Mr. Rosedale at the
back of Duhu. He told me he would put the pagans of Duhu under me, if they would obey me. I then returned to
Wuro Alhamdu. On the same day I left there after the evening meal and got caught in the rain on the road. I
stopped at Zu for the night. Then I left there and stopped at my house in Madagali after the evening meal. This
journey lasted 36 days.
May 4th
th
On Sunday the 28 of Ramadhan the Christian Mr. Rosedale entered Madagali. I met him and he handed over
to me the pagans of Duhu. They came to me and I spoke with them. On the same day I gave my man Sa’id a
gown.
May 6th
On Tuesday the 1st of Shawwal we celebrated the Salat al Fitr. After we had finished I passed on to the Chris tian Mr. Rosedale, and gave Sarkin Katsina a coloured turban. The Christian gave me some kolas and he also gave
me money in payment for four rams which he had ordered from me. When I returned from the entrance to Mada gali I gave the Fulani of Bebel 10s. and some kolas.
May 7th
nd
On Wednesday the 2 of Shawwal the Christian Mr. Rosedale ordered me to send the boys to school.
May 9th
th
On Friday the 4 of Shawwal the Christian Mr. Rosedale left.
May 14th
th
On Wednesday the 9 of Shawwal I sent the boys off to school in charge of Wuku.
May 15th
th
On Thursday the 10 of Shawwal Dadar ran away to Gwoza after I had sent him on a journey.
May 18th
th
On Sunday the 13 of Shawwal I sent my wife, the daughter of Bulama Zangura, to her father and I gave her a
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cow and a calf and fixed the time for her being away at 20 days. I gave her father a dark gray turban and her
mother a mat and 100 kolas. The same day I paid my debt of 29s. to the doctor Barrasi.
May 21st
th
On Wednesday the 16 ofShawwal a letter arrived from the Emir of Uba saying that Hamman Joda and Buba
Joda had stolen a horse belonging to my man, Ardo Hamman Abba, and that the Christian Mr. Rosedale had ar rested them.
May 26th
st
On Monday the 21 of Shawwal I sent Sarkin Hausawa Audu on a journey to Bornu with 96s. to buy a roll of
cloth and kolas.
May 27th
rd
On Wednesday night the 23 of Shawwal my young slave Samaki and Jauro quarrelled in front of me. Samaki
shouted at me and made me angry. So I took some things away from him, namely my horses and my pagans and
gave them to Jauro Bamgel. Then I sent him before the Court, but nothing was proved against him.
May 28th
The following day Sarkin Arewa ran away with his family of 13 persons. Ali Dada and Kolo also ran off to
Gwoza.
May 29th
th
On Thursday the 24 of Shawwal, while I was sitting with my female slave Kujji talking to her, she said:
“Poverty has oppressed him,” as though she said: “His property is destroyed.” So the same day I returned to
Samaki his property.
May 30th
th
On Friday the 25 of Shawwal I left my house in Madagali and went to my house in Mayo Tapare. On the
same day I gave the people of Madagali cash to the amount of 68 shillings.
June 1st
th
On Sunday the 27 of Shawwal Mahmud returned from his journey to Mubi with the scribe Zakariah who is a
native of Mubi. On the same day the son of the Emir of Mandara, Hamid, arrived to see about his female slave. At
the same time Haba came down from the Mokolo hill with his family consisting of 19 people.
June 2nd
th
On Monday the 28 of Shawwal I gave the people of Madagali 100 shillings.
June 3rd
th
On Tuesday the 29 of Shawwal Sarkin Hausawa returned from his journey to Bornu, bringing 100 kolas and
three rolls of cloth and a few other things.
June 4th
st
On Wednesday the 1 of Siutorandu I left my house at Mayo Tapare and stopped at my house at Nyibango.
June 5th
The following day I sent Abu Kar to Yola to bring back my share.\fn{ Of the inheritance?} I ordered him to give
the Emir al Yemen 100s. The same day I returned Bula his property and gave Bulama Zanfura’s son 20s. and other
things for what they sent me by my wife.
June 9th
th
On the 6 of Siutorandu some concubines from my house in Nyibango left and were met by Pella in the morning on the road. They did not reach Zu until late in the morning.
June 11th
On Wednesday the 8th of Siutorandu I left my house at Zu and stopped at my house at Wuro Alhamdu.
June 13th
On Friday the 10th of Siutorandu I left my house at Wuro Alhamdu in the middle of the morning and passing
by the pagans of Pellam stopped at Arnado Wainda’s and I gave him Bumbum. Then I put up in my house in Ny iburi in the evening.
June 15th
th
On Sunday the 12 of Siutorandu I remembered that I had been free from stomach trouble for some days, and I
therefore ate a meal such as I had not eaten for some time. On the same day a man named Humbusa from the vil lage of Uba brought his horse to me. However, it was too dear and I refused it. So he returned with the horse on
Monday.
June 17th
th
On Tuesday the 14 of Siutorandu I left my house at Nyiburi and put up at my house at Humuchi.
June 18th
On Wednesday the 15th of Siutorandu a rock from the top of the Humuchi hill rolled down and fell on Arnado
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Humuchi, who died the same day.
June 19th
Thursday the 16th of Siutorandu I left my house in Humuchi and stopped at my house in Maradi.
June 20th
On Friday the 17 of Siutorandu a letter arrived from the Christian Mr. Rosedale with Bobbo’s complaint about
his female slave.
June 21st
th
On Saturday the 18 of Siutorandu a letter arrived from the Christian Mr. Rosedale containing a reply about
my handmaiden in Mugudi. On the same day Malam Mansur sent me his horse for me to buy it at whatever price I
wished. On the same day the Emir of Uba sent me a letter by hand of his man Ardo Abba for me to decide a case
between him and his wife, and when Ardo Abba had arrived and I had asked him about the case, I sent him to the
Kadi Madagali. On the same day I went to my farm, following along the Garua boundary at first. Then I returned
to my house in Maradi.
June 22nd
th
On Sunday the 19 of Siutorandu the Christian Mr. Rosedale sent a reply about Bobbo’s complaint. He said
that Bobbo was at fault, as he had stolen Saiyurandu, the female slave whom they had seized.
June 24th
st
On Tuesday the 21 of Siutorandu two letters arrived from the Christian Mr. Rosedale saying that the people of
Mai Kadiri had complained against Jadko for seizing on goods in the market. The second matter was that he asked
why I had not returned Bobbo’s female slave. So I at once ordered Yakub and Abd al Rahman to go to see him
about it. On the same day I left my house in Maradi and stopped at my house in Wuro Alhamdu. On the same day
Maliki returned from his journey to Yola bringing 207s. I gave my man Sa’id 5s., leaving a similar [amount] still
due from me.
June 25th
nd
On Wednesday the 22 of Siutorandu I left my house in Wuro Alhamdu and stopped at my house in Zu. On the
same day I sent Sarkin Hausawa Audu to Yola with 186s. to buy me some goods.
June 26th
rd
On Thursday the 23 of Siutorandu I left my house at Zu and returned to my house in Madagali. I spent 23
days on this journey.
June 27th
On the following day, Friday, I gave Tayau a black gown.
June 29th
th
On Sunday the 26 of Siutorandu I sent Atiku to Yola with money for Audu. On the same day I sent Buba Dija
to the Christian Mr. Rosedale with a letter about the news brought by my messenger from the pagans of Tur.
July 1st
th
On Tuesday the 28 of Siutorandu I dismissed my scribe Zakariah and we reckoned the period he had worked
with me as eight months.
July 3rd
th
On Thursday the 29 of Siutorandu two men from Michika complained against Dawaka for taking their donkey. They also said he took 26s. from them. The Kadi said that Dawaka had paid up.
July 4th
st
On Friday the 1 of Dhu al Hijjah Buba Dija returned from his journey to the Christian Mr. Rosedale with a
letter which he ordered me to send to Dikwa.
July 6th
On Sunday in the month of Dhu al Hijjah I left my house in Madagali and went to my house at Mayo Tapare.
July 7th
On Monday night I sent Ture to Dikwa with the letter of the Christian Mr. Rosedale. The letter was about the
Tur question.
July 10th
th
On Thursday the 7 of Dhu al Hijjah I left my house at Mayo Tapare and stopped at my house in Madagali. On
the same day Sarkin Hausawa Audu returned from his journey to Yola, bringing 6 black gowns and two coloured
turbans. On the same day Abd Nasadah sent in two rams as usual.
July 11th
th
On Friday the 8 of Dhu al Hijjah I gave Jijiwa a gown on his appointment as chief in place of his father. He
gave me a horse and two cows. I warned him not to do any mischief. On the same day a letter arrived from Yola,
telling me I should have to go on a journey.
th
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July 12th
th

On Saturday night, the 9 , I married my daughter.
July 13th
On Sunday the 10 of Dhu al Hijjah we celebrated the Id. On the same day I left my house in Madagali and
stopped at Wuro Alhamdu, as the Christian had summoned me to go into Yola.
July 14th
th
On Monday the 11 of Dhu al Hijjah I left my house in Wuro Alhamdu and met with a man named Bakr who
had a letter from the Christian containing a complaint against Yerima Abba to the effect that Yerima Abba had
taken some money unlawfully.
July 15th
th
On Tuesday the 12 of Dhu al Hijjah I left my house in Humuchi and stopped at my house at Kuzum.
July 16th
Then I left there and stopped at my house at Mubi on Wednesday, staying there for two nights. The Emir of
Mubi gave me a calf, and I gave him a horse.
July 18th
On Friday I left there and stopped at my house in Kwagol. Then I left there and stopped in my house in
Zummu. Zummu gave me a calf, but I refused to accept it.
July 20th
On Sunday I left there and stopped at my house at Woderimo and the Emir of Malabu sent me a lot of corn.
Then I left there and stopped at my house in Malabu, where Malabu gave me some corn. Then I left there and
stopped at my house in Giri.
July 23rd
On Wednesday the 20th of Dhu al Hijjah I left my house in Giri and crossing the river in a boat stopped at my
house in the Quarter (Jimeta).
July 24th
I spent a night there and then in the morning went to the Station where I met Mr. Rosedale, who told me to return and come back tomorrow. So I returned and
July 25th
came back the next day, Friday, to see the two of them. They told me that which God ordered that they should
say, and then I took my leave and went to Yola to meet the Emir al Yemen. I then took my leave of him and re turned to my house in the Quarter. I gave the Emir al Yemen two rams and he gave me a calf.
July 26th
rd
On Saturday the 23 of Dhu al Hijjah I bought from Baba Badam a lot of goods, namely five gowns, two
striped upper garments made of wool, one woollen mat (the mat I sent to the wife of the Emir of Yola), some writing paper, tea and two packets of red nose ornaments. This all cost me 940s. I gave Jauro a gown as also Magaji.
July 27th
th
On Sunday the 24 of Dhu al Hijjah I left my house in the Quarter and passed by Baba Badam sitting in front
of his house. So I sat down with him and gave him a horse, as he gave me a roll of cloth, some rice and some kolas. Then I got into the boat and crossed the river by the grace of God, and I stopped in my house in Giri. Then I
went on to Malabu, where the Emir of Malabu gave me a ram and some corn. Then I left there and stopped at my
house at Woderimo. Then I left there and stopped in my house at Zummu, and I gave the Emir of Zummu a horse.
July 31st
On Thursday I left there and stopped at my house in Kwagol, who gave me a calf, which I refused to accept.
August 1st
On Friday I left there and stopped at my house in Mubi. The Emir of Mubi gave me a calf and two loads of
corn.
August 2nd
On the last day of Dhu al Hijjah I got two turbans for 54s., the money to be paid on the completion of the Gen eral Tax.
August 3rd
st
On Sunday the 1 of Haram Awwal I left my house at Mubi, but found the river was full and too much for
some of my carriers. So I could not manage it and returned to Mubi.
August 4th
On the following day I started off and got across the river and reached Uba, and I stopped in my house at
Kuzum. The Emir of Uba gave me a calf, a ram and a calabash of food. In return I gave him a good horse.
August 5th
th
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On Tuesday the 3rd of Muharram I left my house at Kuzum and stopped at my house in Humuchi. On the same
day I gave Baraya a striped upper garment of wool, as he had given me a horse.
August 6th
th
On Wednesday the 4 of Muharram I left my house at Humuchi and stopped at my house at Maradi.
August 8th
th
On Friday the 6 of Muharram I heard that the son of Jauro Hamma, Iya, had been drowned in the river at
Mubi, as also a man from Gulak. On the same day I left my house at Maradi and stopped at Wuro Alhamdu.
August 9th
th
On Saturday the 7 of Muharram I left there and stopped at my house at Zu.
August 10th
th
On Sunday the 8 of Muharram I left my house at Zu and returned to my house at Madagali. This journey took
28 days. At the time of my return the grain of the guinea-corn had begun to form. On the same day the Kadi
Muhammad gave me 3 black woollen mats and Yerima Abba gave me a ram.
August 11th
th
On Monday the 9 of Muharram Yerima Nana gave me a roll of cloth, Sarkin Shanu gave me a mat and Baraya
also gave me a mat. This was to welcome me. On the same day Umaru Shamaki returned from his journey to
Bornu, bringing 200 kolas, a roll of cloth and some beads.
August 12th
th
On Tuesday the 10 of Muharram Sarkin Fawa gave me three head ornaments. On the same day the pagans of
Tur came to see me.
August 13th
th
On Wednesday night, the 11 of Muharram I gave my carriers a calf.
August 15th
th
On Friday the 13 of Muharram I left my house in Madagali and went to my house in Mayo Tapare. On the
same day Ture returned from his journey to Yola, after his return from Bornu. I gave him a gown and a turban.
August 17th
th
On Sunday the 15 of Muharram I left my house at Mayo Tapare and went to my house at Nyibango.
August 19th
th
On Tuesday the 17 of Muharram I left my house in Nyibango in the middle of the morning and met Hamma
Kobo. He brought me some Gwoza news, namely that the pagans of Guduf had raided the Gwoza people and
speared their chief, Sarkin Yawi, and his horse, and had killed one man. Then I stopped at my house at Mayo
Tapare, having spent two nights in Nyibango.
August 20th
th
On Wednesday the 18 of Muharram I left my house in Mayo Tapare and went to my house in Madagali.
August 23rd
st
On Saturday the 21 of Muharram Ardo Yaya of Duhu came to me and asked me to mark off for him a place
where he might settle. He said that this was in accordance with the order of the Christian and the Emir al Yemen. I
gave him no reply.
August 25th
rd
On Monday the 23 of Muharram Lawan Dani sent me two shoes, that is shoes to fit two feet, and also a hide
dyed red.
August 26th
On Tuesday the 24th of Muharram I started the religious ablution, but I wonder whether it will last beyond this
month or not. On the same day I gave my son Idris a horse as a pledge for a debt he asked me to pay him, until I
can get a cow and a calf. On the same day Atiku came back from his journey to Mubi, bringing a letter from the
Christian Mr. Rosedale. The same day I sent him the news about the people of Sarkin Yawi and the action of the
latter in seizing their young women. From what the Christian said, I cleared myself over the matter about which I
journeyed to Yola.
August 27th
th
On Wednesday the 25 of Muharram my female slave, the wife of Disinda, died. On the same day Kova and
Dile brought me a case against Musa, but it was not proved against him. I imprisoned Sadia over this matter, for it
all originated with her.
August 28th
th
On Thursday the 26 of Muharram my horse died. At night Kova and Dile took their leave of me and I told
him to wait until I gave him a gown to wear and then he could go where he liked. On the same day I sent Kamanda with a dogari to Yola to get me [my pay.] At the same time I fined Musa 10s. for taking a woollen mat
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from a woman without the Kadi’s permission.
August 29th
On Friday the 27th of Muharram Tayau and Asta slaughtered a ram of mine without my permission and they
said they would give me the price of it. On the same day I gave Kova a gown.
August 30th
th
On Saturday the 28 of Muharram I saw in a dream a book named Wata’a. On the same day I sent Aidi with
the Duhu pagans to the Christian at Yola. I also gave him a letter to the Emir of Zummu. With this party I also sent
Mai Bornu 50s., the Ma’aji 15s. and the boys at the school 20s. The following day, Monday, I sent Yerima Abba to
Yola.
September 1st
On Monday the 1st of Tumbindu Haramji I heard that the Christian Mr. Rosedale had sent me a letter to tell me
that the Emir of Yola had died.
September 5th
th
On Friday the 5 of Tumbindu Haramji I left my house in Madagali and stopped at my house in Mayo Tapare.
September 8th
th
On Monday the 8 of Tumbindu Haramji I left my house in Mayo Tapare and stopped at my house in Madagali.
September 9th
th
On Tuesday the 9 of Tumbindu Haramji I heard that some slaves of Mokolo had gone to Tur, so I sent my
slaves to them to recover them, but they found they had scattered, so they returned to me without doing anything.
September 10th
th
On Wednesday the 10 of Tumbindu Haramji Ahmad sent me a letter and asked why I had sent my slaves to
Tur, as it was his land, he said.
September 12th
th
On Friday the 12 of Tumbindu Haramji a French soldier came in to me.
September 13th
th
On Saturday the 13 of Tumbindu Haramji I heard that Ahmad had sent his slaves to Tur and told them that if
they saw any people of the Emir of Madagali they were to kill them. So I therefore sent off my people to Tur, as
perhaps they may do what they said. The same day I sent a letter to the Christian Mr. Rosedale to inform him
about it.
September 14th
th
On Sunday the 14 of Tumbindu Haramji Jailani and Elias returned from their journey to Tur. When they
reached there they found Ahmad’s slaves. They fired guns at them, but they refused to run away, and they cap tured two of my men, Irdu and Galwa.
September 17th
th
On Wednesday the 17 of Tumbindu Haramji the Emir of Mandara, Adam, sent me a large hat and I gave him
the present of a gown. The hat I gave to Buba Mabas.
September 19th
th
On Friday the 19 of Tumbindu Haramji Ardo Nyibango, Tukur, told the pagans of Muduvu something he
ought not to have said, so I fined him 50 shillings.
September 20th
th
On Saturday the 20 of Tumbindu Haramji at night I asked Sarkin Fada if the people of my villages committed
[word unknown], and he said, “No: we do not do it.” On Saturday the 20 th of Tumbindu Haramji I left my house at
Madagali and stopped at my house in Zu.
September 21st
On Sunday I left there and went to my house at Wuro Alhamdu. On the same day I heard of the return of the
Emir of Uba.
September 22nd
nd
On Monday the 22 of Tumbindu Haramji Yerima Abba returned with Kamanda from their journey to Yola.
September 23rd
rd
On Tuesday the 23 of Tumbindu Haramji I left my house at Wuro Alhamdu and stopped at my house at
Maradi. On the same day I fined Ardo Yayawa 10s. English for his offence in refusing and declining to perform
the mourning ceremonies on the death of the Emir al Yemen Muhammad. I gave some of the money to my people.
September 24th
th
On Wednesday the 24 of Tumbindu Haramji the female slave of Abdu Nasadah, named Maimuna, fled to me.
September 25th
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On Wednesday the 25th of Tumbindu Haramji Wuddal brought 3s. in cash after I had given him a woollen mat
to go to Sawadi. On the same day I sent Hamman Kobo on a journey to Yola to fetch the inheritance of my daughter.
September 26th
th
On Friday the 26 of Tumbindu Haramji a man from my village of Bebel came to me and said that a robber, after stealing some goats, met with a woman named Ummu Jailani and killed her. It is not known who he is.
October 3rd
th
On Friday the 4 of Haram Petel I sent Malam Mukhtar with Maliki on a journey to Mubi to the Christian Mr.
Rosedale. On this day Interpreter Salih arrived.
October 4th
th
On Saturday the 5 of Haram Petel I left my house at Maradi and went to my house at Wuro Alhamdu, where I
spent one night.
October 5th
On Sunday I left there and stopped at Zu.
October 6th
th
On Monday the 7 of Haram Petel I left my house at Zu and stopped at my house at Madagali. I spent 17 days
on this journey. The reason for my return was that Hamman Pedu had fallen ill.
October 7th
th
On Tuesday the 7 of Haram Petel I gave the Kadi Muhammad a cow.
October 8th
th
On Wednesday the 8 of Haram Petel I sent Umaru Shamaki on a journey to Bornu with 120s/3d in order to
buy kolas and goods.
October 8th
th
On Wednesday the 9 of Haram Petel Hamman Kobo returned from his journey to Yola and on the same day
Malam Mukhtar and Maliki returned from their journey to Mubi. They brought with them a man sent by the
Christian Mr. Rosedale to count my land. He therefore sent his man to count the whole of my land.
October 10th
th
On Friday the 11 of Haram Petel Umaru who was accused of the murder of a man ran away. Jailani Bebel had
brought the complaint about him to me.
October 11th
th
On Saturday the 12 of Haram Petel I sent Atiku with Headman Umaru to Yola with the whole of the Jangali of
my land amounting to £424-16-0. I gave them 10s. for their food. On the same day I imprisoned the son of Mai
Bornu, Hamma, and fined him two woollen mats and 4s. =
October 14th
th
On Tuesday the 15 of Haram Petel Dogari Hamman returned from his journey to the Christian. Jailani also re turned with a complaint against me.
October 15th
th
On Wednesday the 16 of Haram Petel Malam Umaru returned from his journey to Bornu bringing kolas and
white cloth. On the same day I sent Othman on a journey to the Christian with the papers and witnesses in the
case of [the] murdered woman.
October 16th
th
On Thursday the 17 of Haram Petel Sarkin Tafarki and Dadandi returned from their journey to the Christian
Mr. Rosedale. A man also arrived from Giara demanding the return of his wife.
October 17th
th
On Friday the 18 of Haram Petel Othman returned from his journey to the Christian, who sent a reply to say
he was coming to visit me. On the same day I gave the scribe Buba the duty of looking after Sule.
October 20th
st
On Monday the 21 of Haram Petel I heard that the Christian Mr. Rosedale had stopped at the village of Duhu.
October 22nd
rd
On Wednesday the 23 of Haram Petel the Christian Mr. Rosedale entered Madagali. I met him and he told me
that the clearing of the road had been badly done. I replied that it was well done. However, he told me to put
labourers on to it.
October 24th
th
On Friday the 25 of Haram Petel I gave Mai Gari the duty of looking after Duhu, that is to say as chimajo,
and he gave me a red woollen mat. He said to me: “If the pagans come with any complaint they may have, do not
let them go to Hamman Gulak.” I replied: “No, but if they come to you, you can send them to Hamman Gulak if
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you like.”
October 25th
On the following day the Christian Mr. Rosedale went to Tur.
October 27th
On Monday the 27 of Haram Petel [I received] from Allah Kyauta 35s., which he gave me on account of the
market.
October 29th
On Wednesday the last day of Haram Petel we had heavy rain.
October 30th
st
On the following day, Thursday, the 1 of Banjaru Awwal, the Christian Mr. Rosedale went to the hill of Wandei to mark out the boundary. He made it so that the pagans of Tur came into French territory and I get no portion
except some farm land. But Bukata was previously in my land.
November 1st
On Saturday the Christian returned and spent one night and then moved off. So I parted from him, praise be to
God. The complaint made by Jailani, however, did not do him any good, but a case was proved against Kaji, and I
sent him to the Mubi prison the same day. On the same day I fined Amado Muduvu three cows and 100 shillings.
One cow I gave to Hamman Jarma and Sa’id for their wages.
November 5th
th
On Wednesday the 8 of Banjaru Awwal Dadandi returned from his journey with the Christian. He informed
me that a pagan had brought a complaint against Kachella Aji regarding his wife, and he ordered me to settle the
matter at 50s. He gave a time limit of 20 days.
November 6th
On Thursday the 9th of Banjaru Awwal I heard that Gumlam had returned from his journey to Rei, bringing 15
cattle and a striped gown. So I sent Maliki to Bugel to meet him. Maliki took seven cows to sell\fn{ Buy in the text}
them from me and I gave Dauda two, a cow and a calf. On the same day I dismissed the men of Baba Badam, who
had come to receive his money.
November 7th
On the following day I received a letter from the Christian Mr. Rosedale about the road.
November 8th
th
On Saturday the 11 of Banjaru Awwal I returned to Ahmadu Kuja his female slave by the hand of his brother
Bukhari.
November 11th
th
On Tuesday the 13 of Banjaru Awwal my daughter returned from Yola with six horses and her female slaves.
November 12th
th
On Wednesday the 14 of Banjaru Awwal I gave my son Isa all the pagans and told him that if he arrested them
without their committing an offence, I would strip him of his possessions.
November 13th
th
On Thursday the 15 of Banjaru Awwal a letter arrived from the Christian Mr. Rosedale containing a complaint
made by Jailani that I had taken Kuja’s wife and his son and his property.
November 14th
th
On Friday the 16 of Banjaru Awwal I left my house in Madagali and stopped at Mayo Tapare.
November 15th
On Saturday the 17th of Banjaru Awwal Gamlam\fn{Gumlam} returned from his journey to Rei. He brought an
elephant’s tusk and presents, namely a gown and an ornamental cloak. On the same day I gave Hursu two horses
to sell. On the same day I left my house at Mayo Tapare and stopped at my house in Madagali.
November 17th
th
On Monday the 19 of Banjaru Awwal the pagans of Tur, who had settled down at Wamga, brought me two
female slaves, one of whom had been ransomed by the exchange of a boy. The reason for their being seized was
that they were [witches]. On the same day Hamman Pedo died between noon and evening. On the same day Isiaku
and others ran away.
November 19th
st
On Wednesday the 21 of Banjaru Awwal I sent Sarkin Hausawa on a journey to Bornu to buy me kolas.
November 22nd
th
On Saturday the 24 of Banjaru Awwal I left my house in Madagali and went to Zu. On the same day a letter
came about outstanding tax and telling me to send the tax to them.
November 23rd
th
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On Sunday the 25th of Banjaru Awwal I left my house at Zu and went to my house in Wuro Alhamdu. On the
same day the pagans of Duhu came to me with two slaves, who were [witches]. On the same day one of my teeth
was pulled out while we were on the road.
November 24th
th
On Monday the 26 of Banjaru Awwal I fined Suleiman 8s.
November 25th
th
On Tuesday the 27 of Banjaru Awwal I left my house at Wuro Alhamdu and went to my house in Maradi.
November 26th
th
On Wednesday the 28 of Banjaru Awwal Jabbule returned from Sarkin Yawi. On the same day I heard that
Sarkin Yawi of Gwoza had died.
November 27th
th
On Wednesday the 29 of Banjaru Awwal I gave Yakuda a place and separated him off from Madhadu, and he
gave me a horse. On the same day I gave Dadandi Mulpul.
November 28th
st
On Friday the 1 of Banjaru Tumbindu Sarkin Hausawa returned from his journey to Bornu bringing among
other things kolas and a coloured turban.
November 29th
nd
On Saturday the 2 of Banjaru Tumbindu I sent Dadandi to the Christian Mr. Rosedale and with them the two
robbers of the Duhu pagans. On the same day Malam Abu Bakr came to me.
December 1st
th
On Monday the 4 of Banjaru Tumbindu I heard that Kachakam[a] had run off with my horse and breast-plate.
On the same day I gave Babel 2s.
December 2nd
th
On Tuesday the 5 of Banjaru Tumbindu Dadandi returned from his journey to the Christian Mr. Rosedale, and
told me to try the two slaves from the Duhu pagans and to put them wherever I wanted them. Then I sent Barade
Umaru with a letter of welcome and a horse to the Emir of Yola. On the same day Dadandi informed me of the
coming of the Emir of Yola, and so I left my house at Maradi and went to my house at Wuro Alhamdu, where I
stayed one night. Then I left there and went to my house in Zu, where I stayed one night.
December 4th
Then on Thursday I left there and entered my house in Madagali. On the same day the Emir of Yola sent me a
letter telling me of his visit, and I at once sent Yerima Abba to him.
December 5th
th
On Friday the 8 of Banjaru Tumbindu the Emir al Yemen arrived in a motor-car and passed on to the boundary between myself and Bornu. He then returned and met me at the Rest House. I had a talk with him. My people
were looking at the wheels of the motor car, both the Fulani and the pagans. So I made the Fulani go away, but I
allowed the pagans to behave in their accustomed fashion. Then the Emir of Yola left without staying the night,
while I sent Yerima Abba with two horses to him, one as a present to him and one for sale.
December 6th
th
On Saturday the 9 of Banjaru Tumbindu I sent Budalel to the Christian Mr. Rosedale with a letter telling him
that the Fulani from French territory had moved over the border to my land. I also returned a woman of the Duhu
pagans. I also gave Mai Bornu 20s., Hayatu a gown and his messenger 1s.
December 7th
On Sunday the 10th of Banjaru Tumbindu I left my house in Madagali and went to look at the road, and then returned to my house in Mayo Tapare.
December 10th
th
On Wednesday the 13 of Banjaru Tumbindu I left my house in Mayo Tapare and went to Nyibango. On the
same day Yerima Abba returned from his journey to the Emir of Yola, Maigari, who said he would buy Hamman’s
horse and asked if he should pay in cows or in something else. I told Yerima Abba I would fine him a small
amount for his offence in sleeping on the road and for delaying in the matter of clearing the road. On the same day
Bukhari came to me with a horse for me to buy. On the same day I wrote a letter to Maliki telling him to return,
and I told him of the misfortune which had befallen my friend Umaru.
December 12th
th
On Friday the 15 of Banjaru Tumbindu I paid my debt to Madikunchi with a horse which we valued at 140s.
In return I received a ram. There remains due to him 72s. On the same day Yerima Abba sent me a letter telling
me that the Governor [Sir Hugh Clifford] was coming. So for this reason I cancelled my proposed visit to my
house in Nyiburi. I sent two horsemen, Sarkin Hausawa and Sa’adu, to Baza to find out the truth for me, and I
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sent Dadandi to the Christian Mr. Rosedale to ask him about it. On the same day there arrived the son of my
friend Umaru with a letter. On the same day I gave Hamman three woollen mats as a consolation for the loss of
his cow.
December 13th
th
On Saturday the 16 of Banjaru Tumbindu at night Sarkin Hausawa and Sa’adu returned and told me that the
Governor’s visit had been delayed. On the same day I left my house at Nyibango and went to Nyiburi.
December 17th
th
On the 20 of Banjaru Tumbindu I imprisoned Buba for misappropriating the price of a female slave of mine. I
also seized on his cow, until such time as he pays back what he took. He confessed and returned it to me. On the
same day Waisu arrived with a letter from Yerima Abba saying the Governor had arrived in Yerwa and that the
Shehu of Yerwa had gone out to repair the road.
December 18th
So I left my house at Nyiburi on Thursday and stopped at my house in Humuchi, where I spent the night. Then
I went to Wuro Alhamdu. On the same day I received a letter from Yerima Abba the contents of which were that
the Governor had entered Yerwa with a white man. But at the same time Elias came back with a different story, so
I delayed doing anything. On the same day I sent Umaru to Bornu to buy me kolas. I gave him 15s. and 2s. for his
food. He was also to find out for me news about the Governor’s visit.
December 21st
th
On Sunday the 24 of Banjaru Tumbindu I left my house in Wuro Alhamdu and went to Maradi.
December 22nd
th
On Monday the 25 of Banjaru Tumbindu Maliki came back at night from his journey to Bugel. Among other
things he brought 13/6d. On the same day Salman brought me news that the Governor was delayed, and it was
said he would not arrive for 22 days.
December 23rd
th
On Tuesday the 26 of Banjaru Tumbindu Musa returned from his journey to Yola. The reason for his journey
was that Tayau had stolen some money and run off with it. When he heard about it he captured him and took him
to the Christian, who imprisoned him. Then they asked for witness from me.
December 24th
th
On Wednesday the 27 of Banjaru Tumbindu Buba Koda returned. I heard that my slave Burti had said that he
would run away, and then I found that he had run away. As to the shillings I gave Buba, Atiku took them from him
and gave them to the Kadi Mubi.
December 25th
th
On Thursday the 28 of Banjaru Tumbindu I left my house at Maradi and went to Nyibango. On the same day
Umaru Samaki returned from Bornu with 100 kolas.
December 26th
On the next day I counted the fish I had got, and they came to 215, apart from those I had sent to Madagali.
And when I stood on the river bank and looked upon it with the look of a tired man,
I found multitudes of fishes in great quantities both South and North in all directions:
And the sight caused us amazement and fear,
and I knew by this that there was no such pond anywhere to be found.
On this day I began to perform the devotional exercise of the prayer of the Fatihah. On this day I began to perform the devotional exercises of the prayer of the Prophet Moses.\fn{A note reads: Marginal notes, dates being
uncertain. The above poem is found in the text, divided as reproduced here:H}
December 28th
st
On Sunday the 1 of Banjaru Sakitindu I left Nyibango and returned to my house at Maradi. Then I sent off
Maliki, Sarkin Hausawa and Abdu, and I gave him 125 in money. Maliki, however, was to collect the money
which the Emir al Yemen was to buy my horse for. I gave Maliki a white gown to wear. On the same day Abu
Bakr returned from his journey to Mindif, and he told me that the Frenchman had imprisoned Kachakama and had
taken the goods he had.
December 29th
nd
On Monday the 2 of Banjaru Sakitindu I sent Dali Garba to Mubi as a witness in Tayau’s case. I also sent a
letter by him regarding the goods which Kachakama had. I sent Allah Kyauta 5s. On the same day some Bororo
came to me and gave me two calves and I gave one of them a horse of mine.
December 31st
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On Wednesday the 4th of Banjaru Sakitindu I left my house at Maradi and stopped at my house at Wuro Al hamdu. On the same day my wife gave birth to a male child and I have given him the name of Hamman Wabe. If
God will, when his age is seven days, his mother will come out again.
290.6 The Oldest Inhabitant\fn{by an unnamed Nigerian female informant (c.1868-after c.1968)} “in a village called Use
Offot in Uyo Division the Old Calabar Province,” Nigeria (F) 2
I was born in a village called Use Offot in Uyo Division of the Old Calabar Province.
When I was born there was not a single person who could write nor read hence my age is quite uncertain, but
I can boldly say that in Offot Clan presently I am the oldest person. I was a grown-up girl when the first
European visited my grandfather, the late Ebot-AkpanEbot. One can then fancy my age. I was a matured girl
when there was no road in the whole clan area: I mean motor roads as we have them now. My eyes have seen
changes though I cannot make right from wrong now. I am in brief about one hundred years old.
Early marriage was esteemed a necessity in those days, hence my late father gave me in marriage when I was
only ten years of age. Nevertheless, my first husband was very dear to me and was a palm wine tapper who died
when I was seventeen years in his house.
After his death I took a relation of his in marriage whom I gave three daughters plus the six sons and two
daughters my former husband had from my early conceptions.
To my discredit, my second and last husband died when I had already become worn out and he too was
sufficiently old. I wish I had died with him.
My first husband was a hunter and he had one of the most powerful hounds in the whole of this area. I always
enjoyed the meat and if any other women ever enjoyed her husband by that time, I was the only one. We were
rich, happy, and lived peacefully.
I had seven co-wives as wealth of the past was estimated on the number of wives a man could marry. This was
the main reason I encouraged my two late husbands to endeavour to marry as many wives as possible.
With my first husband, I had practically no difficulty as I was the first wife, and he took me as his mother. My
co-wives were living by my dictations so that when I passed orders I had none to reject them. They respected me
and spoke kindly to me and our husband.
But when my turn came to receive commands from the senior wife of my second husband I was somehow a
difficult woman. One of the causes was that my second husband inclined to love me more than his other three
wives, and they took umbrage upon me because of my beauty.
In our days, girls in particular seldom travelled abroad. So I cannot boast of knowing any other place apart
from my village and the surrounding villages not more than six miles in radius. Home is the best place for
everyone and in my own case, I never spelt the mood of life elsewhere as I was married in the very village of my
birth. I like living in Use Offot because we have water, plenty of food, the staple one being cassava.
My life at the beginning was in fact a very happy one, particularly when my first husband was alive and when I
was in my first teens and even up to my late thirties. But when my first husband died, and two of my children
followed, the tide changed. I began to swallow the bitter pills. Worse still when my second husband died, my cowives nicknamed me as they liked. In that state, all my sons died one after the other. I am now left with only three
daughters and countless grandchildren. I was happy a bit at first but, as I am drawn nearer my grave, life becomes
more bitter than I can bear.
As for my daily work, I did the simple farming and trading as those were the natural ways of maintaining life.
I had twelve children and most died leaving me with only three. I have about twenty grandchildren both from
those who died and also from those remaining ones.
The happiest time of my life was the time I was in the fattening room. My husband brought all that money
could buy and my father did all he could to make me happy and fat as I was his first daughter. On a fixed day, we
the fattening girls, would go to the market, so that our parents might be mocked at should any one among the girls
fail to be very fat. We walked in the state of nature in the market and our proposed husbands carried us on their
shoulders round the market.
I say this with tears that the burial of my last son, Awana, at the age of twenty-three, when I was unable to use
my limbs again, created the most unhappy period of my life even up to this day.
*
Several interesting things happened to me during my stay in this world but the one I will state here occurred
when I was fifty.
In the Ebre society to which I belong, no thief has ever been admitted to dance or even to sing. But one day as we
staged our play, a notorious thief came in and danced.
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As the leader of that particular society, I dragged the thief out and disgraced her. Finally, all of us were arrested
by the police who treated us mercilessly simply because we treated the thief in the way we liked due to her
disobedience. Each and every one of us was arrested and that was my first time of standing trial in the court.
Though as a leader, I was heavily fined, the rogue died as a result of our beating. I considered that to be the most
astonishing thing that happened to me because I never knew one could be severely dealt with, simply because of the
punishment given to a fellow-woman who broke the order of the society.
*
Though in those days, those who married many wives were often regarded the most richest men but there are
many evils that could come into the marriage home as a result of having more than one wife. When I first married
my former husband things moved well and straightforward with me in the marriage home, but when strange faces
started coming into the family, things got changed automatically.
Children started dying without serious sickness. When these women were married in, though they never
expressed their bad feelings, many of them often tried all that they could to bring in confusion between me and
my husband. They did all they could to turn my husband’s eyes away from my children, but as I was a daughter of
a native doctor, they never succeeded in all their attempts.
One friend I had outside my family was one Umo Ille. During our girlhood, we seldom keep our secrets from
each other. It was she who approved my first husband, having rejected many suitors. I had been doing all that I
could to assist her in anything of hers as she did with me. I did all that she needed of me provided it was within
my power to do.
It is not wise to blow one’s own trumpet. I feel if she were here she could have been the only person to remark
that I, too, did help her. I remembered spending one thousand manillas for her rescue when she had a serious case
with a certain man. Up till the present moment, I have not demanded it back from her.
In my mother's days, there was no main roads, rather bush tracks were used. People had no means of going
faster to any place desired as I can now see. My mother lived under superstition and fear. In her days, people were
often killed like fowls immediately any offence was committed.
My life, however, is worse than hers, having butried all mysons and husbands. One can clearly see the bitter
life I am now suffering.
168.137 The Testimony of Nwanyeruwa\fn{by Nwanyeruwa (c.1870-

)}

Iboland, Eastern Nigeria (F) 2

I will tell you what transpired between me, Okugo, and Emeruwa.\fn{ The immediate occasion of this testimony was
the following incident, which led to widespread unrest. On 18 November 1929, a mission school teacher, Mark Emeruwa, acting as a
census taker on behalf of his local warrant chief Okugo, walked into the compound of an elderly woman named Nwanyeruwa, wife of a
man named Ojim, in Oloko, Bende division, Owerri province, in eastern Nigeria, and insisted on counting the wives and livestock in the
compound for taxing purposes. Now, the counting of livestock was permissible; but counting women—and fruit-bearing trees, by logical
extension—for many tribes violated numerous social taboos, a fact which seems to have been losst on the British colonial administrators.
The ensuing demonstrations sparked off by Nwanyeruwa’s resistance to this request spread throughout Owerri and Calabar provinces and
lasted approximately six weeks, until the end of December, when British troops restored order. By that time, fifty-five women had been
killed, ten native courts destroyed, several others damaged, and the houses of court personnel and six factories attacked. Chief Okugo had
been tried, convicted of corruption, and dismissed from office. The incidents were so severe that a commission of inquiry was held in the
months following.}
I was in my house pounding palm nuts in the morning. I was then squeezing oil. Emeruwa came to my house.
He asked me to count my goats, sheep, and people. I turned to look at him. I said:
“Are you still counting? Last year my son’s wife who was pregnant died. What am I to count? I have been
mourning for the death of that woman. Was your mother counted?”
He held me by my throat.\fn{And this, of course, was absolutely taboo, even for a protected native missionary school teacher. }
One’s life depends on her throat. With my two hands covered with oil I held him also by the throat. I raised an
alarm, calling a woman—another wife of my husband—by name. This woman has the same husband with me.
She lives in a house quite close to mine. She came to the spot. I asked her to help me to raise an alarm, as I did not
know what I had done.
In the meantime, Emeruwa ran away. As he ran away, I followed him, shouting. This woman, my husband’s
other wife, asked me to come back. Emeruwa went to Okugo and reported to him saying,
“Look at me, see how I have been treated.”
Okugo then ordered that I should be brought before him. They came and dragged me out of my house. When I
came before him, I said,
“My father, what have I done?” He said,
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“Woman, dare you assault my messenger and soil him with oil? If you have yams, you had better go and eat
them, as your own matter is over. That is, you will get into trouble. When the District Officer comes, he will take
charge of you.” He said that I had dared to assault his messenger and soil him with oil.
There and then I shouted and went to the square. On that day, there was a meeting at Eke market. I went to the
meeting and told the people there as follows:
“Hear what Okugo has told me—he said that I would get into trouble. I was in my house when Emeruwa came
there and told me to do counting. Now Okugo has told me that mine is over and that I will get into trouble.”
The women then said that I should show them the person who directed me to count people. I took them to
Emeruwa’s house. They said to him,
“Why have you said that a woman should pay tax?”
The women then sang and danced outside Emeruwa’s house. Other women who were living in Emeruwa’s
compound advised him to devise a means of getting rid of them, as they did not know what he had said to the
women to cause them to come to his house.
Emeruwa then led these women to Okugo’s house. I advised the women not to go to Okugo’s compound but to
remain in Emeruwa’s compound and sing and dance for him. In the meantime, we went home to prepare food and
drink and brought them to those women who were at the meeting.
We then heard women shouting and some of them were wounded, blood was coming out of them, they were
bleeding. We put down the food we were carrying. We saw that one woman was wounded, that Okugo had used a
spear to wound a woman in her foot. Another woman who was pregnant had an arrow pierced in her side. The
arrow was taken out. As a result of this injury the woman miscarried. The child was a male.
Okugo then set fire to his house and destroyed it; he did this just to show that the women had burned his house,
but he did it himself. One woman attempted to put out the fire, but she was wounded on the right side of her neck.
Somebody shot an arrow at her. Okugo then gave orders to his people—men and women—to beat these women
and to forbid any of them to go free. One woman was wounded in the back of her neck (indicating by hand) with
a machete. Eight people altogether were wounded.
The women became furious on account of this treatment and went to the Native Court and reported to the
Clerk what had happened. We sent for the District Officer who came himself and saw what had taken place. It was
said that the women were to be brought to Bende so that the matter might be gone into there.
Okugo sent to the market place where the women had eaten and drunk to collect the materials they used there
in order that he might make juju with them to poison them. The materials they used for preparing their food were
taken away by Okugo’s people. Certain Aro people who were present at the place where the juju was being made
came and gave information about it, as they wished the women to be protected.
The District Officer, upon receiving this information, sent for the medicine men. Three of them were
apprehended and the materials they had used in making the medicine were also brought before the District
Officer. We all went to Bende for the matter to be settled.
The District Officer questioned us as to why we had assembled in large numbers. We replied,
“You have seen the treatment that Okugo has given us and some of us have been wounded.” We demanded that
Okugo’s cap\fn{His sign of authority.} should be taken away from him before the case against him was tried, as he
had ill-treated us. His cap was taken away from him and handed to us (the women) and we kept it.
Emeruwa was called and he made a statement. We said to him,
“You came and said women were to be taxed. We told you that men had already been taxed and that the
amount paid by them was so large that it was unnecessary for women to pay tax. Men had to provide for our food
and clothes. We had no money to pay tax. We sang and danced, saying that Okugo became a rich man because of
the money he got from us. If he had not got money from us, he would not have been able to provide for himself.
On one occasion he called both men and women together and told them that the District Officer had ordered that
money should be collected for him to build a house. We collected £20 and handed it to him. He made use of the
money in conjunction with his women and did not build a house as he told us he was going to do. On another
occasion he told us that the District Officer had been worrying him for a young wife—that the District Officer
wanted a young wife—and that both men and women should collect money to pay the dowry of a young wife for
the District Officer. We collected the sum of £20 and gave it to him as a dowry for the young woman required for
the District Officer. Altogether, he has had three wives by means of the money collected among us. One of them is
dead.
We are sure these three women were not given to the District Officer. At the time people were planting yams,
Okugo came to us to say that the District Officer had ordered that men and women should collect yams for him.
We collected yams and gave them to Okugo, but he did not give them to the District Officer. He used them in his
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farms. I paid for my own share and the share of my only son. These yams were taken away by Okugo to his house
and he subsequently planted them. He did not take them to the station\fn{ I.e., to the District Officer.}
Okugo on this occasion came to me—a poor woman—and wanted to ill-treat me, hence this trouble. Okugo is
now in prison. If anyone had a case he wished settled in Okugo’s house, Okugo would demand from him, £1 on
some occasions, and £2 on other occasions. Okugo would use this money without going into the matter. He would
not give the complainant any satisfaction. He would beat his drum to call upon men and women to repair his
house and those of his women. He would call upon us to repair the court building, but he would not do it himself,
nor allow his women to do their share of the work. He would simply let them go and do ordinary work. Emeruwa
told me that Okugo had sent him to my house to do the counting first and that he would do the counting in the
houses of the other women later.
On one occasion, Okugo said that people should not allow their sheep to stray about. My sheep strayed to his
house and he kept it. My sheep used to have two kids at a time. He knew I had some means and that is why he
sent his boys to my house to do the counting first. I told him that I was once a rich woman, but that as he had been
taking money away from me I had now no money to pay tax.
When we went with Okugo before the District Officer, Okugo told him that the women had destroyed his
house. The District Officer sent police to find out whether this statement was true. The police found that Okugo’s
house was not destroyed in any shape or form. The thatch was not touched at all. Okugo had nearly twenty cows.
The women did not touch them at all. He had nearly four hundred goats in his compound. None of them were
touched by the women. None of the fowls were killed by the women. Okugo had assaulted the women who came
to answer the alarm that I raised. I advised these women not to do any damage to Okugo’s compound.
Okugo had made it a rule in the town that, if two persons had a dispute, one should not spit on or make any
row with the other. He also made a rule that persons should not fight one another in town. Another rule he made
was that no one should use a machete for fighting another. But he has contravened all these rules he made. He has
done the very things he made rules against.
When we considered all this treatment we had been receiving at his hands, we felt quite fed up with him and
thought that we should not pay tax. Okugo told us that, if a woman owns a fowl or goat she has to pay 5s. for it.
He said to us,
“Where would you run to? Would you run to Heaven? Wherever you go, you have to pay tax this year.” As we
were disputing with him, women from other towns heard of it and encouraged us not to agree to women paying
tax.
That is my case. I told the District Officer that Okugo must be imprisoned and that, if he were not imprisoned,
we should not be satisfied. I am a poor woman to pay tax.
279.161 The Song Mallam Abubakar Sang For Lamido Lauwal The Year That Bagale Was Taken\fn{by
Mallam Abubakar (before 1872- )} Adamawa Emirate, Nigeria (M) -1
I thank thee, O God, for the victory of the Muslims,
I pray that the Peace of God may be upon the Chosen of the chosen Ones.
*
And upon whomsoever follows the Followers,
and on all the congregation of those who keep the Traditional Law.
*
The people of Bagale thought that they would be left to live
in peace and vain self-esteem, as had been their custom.
*
They deceived themselves that no one would bring war
up on to their plains, or encamp nearby.
*
They said, “Not a man shall we see from Yola
who will spend a day and a night on this plain.”
*
Let him who has the zeal of Religion and is resolved to break down idolatry,
if he would not suffer scorn, don the garments of victory.
*
He sat down over against them in a place of which they thought not;
he utterly defeated them, not one of them was left.
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*
The Fulani arrows uprooted the heathen from the city,
like the rain which descends and covers up the seed-holes.
*
Those who were slain were slain, and the rest were made captive.
There is food this year for the vultures and hyenas!
290.122 Quotations\fn{by Chief Onyeama Onwusi (1874-1933)} Eke, Udi District, Enugu State, Nigeria (M) 1\fn{To
these statements are subjoined the number of the page in the biography of this man by Dillibe Onyeama (for which see in the Bibliography)
on which they are made, together with clarifying statements concerning them:H |
Who do you think you are sitting in that seat? As far as I am concerned, you rule Onitsha. Enugu belongs to
me. How dare you, an outsider, think you have the power to walk into my father’s land and set yourself up as our
ruler? This can never happen in my lifetime. Come and remove this man out of here. … If that man is still occu pying that seat when I come back, the leopard will eat him! (6)\fn{ Said to the traditional ruler of Igboland in Eastern Nigeria)
*
There can be no terror on the way when I’m indoors. (24)\fn{ Said to a friend warning him of terror on a local road at
night}
*
There is no point in resisting these people, because they are stronger than we are. Go and tell your families to
be calm and do what they say. (27)\fn{Said to a crowd of Igbos about maurading British soldiers}
*
Okachi has brought trouble for you, because he has a court; and it means that every time you quarrel with your
wives, she can take you to court and you will be tried. (32)\fn{ Said to discredit a local chief who had more power than he
did}
*
Okay, quick, quick, lie down flat on your front. Okay Kanu, give him twelve strokes. (39)\fn{ Said during the punishment of his driver for a (still undiscovered) crime against him }
*
Well, you wanted to see Onyeama—here I am. What can I do for you? (46)\fn{ Said to an unsuspecting visitor who
had thought he was othern than who he was}
*
Let that be the greatest effort you have ever made in your life. There you are, now you can go and buy yourself
a wife. (61)\fn{Said to a poor relation to humiliate him while throwing coins on the street for him to pick up }
*
Let the old folks continue in their old ways. (67)\fn{Said to justify his refusal to be baptized as a Christian}
*
The people who built this have much knowledge. (71)\fn{Said upon observing Brighton Pier in England}
*
Did you get my permission to build a house? (72)\fn{Said to a man whose new house he had had deliberately destroyed}
*
Illo, come and see the gift that has been brought for you! (73)\fn{ Said to a local trader whose motorcycle he confiscated
for Illo, his son}
*
I want this woman. (75)\fn{Said to a man whose wife he took away from him to add to his harem}
*
You have now shown me that you want trouble. You wait, it will be you and me. (78)\fn{ Said to one of his wives
whom he later nearly beat to death in a drunken rage }
*
Even though I hate your mother, you must be educated because you are intelligent. (79)\fn{ Said to one of his sons}
*
I will never be alive and let this happen! (99)\fn{ Said about the efforts of one of his enemies to discredit him}
*
As Haffner’s movement is so very well known it is considered unnecessary to increase the length of the petition by giving details about him. He sends his threats from prison. (101)\fn{ Said about one of his numerous enemies}
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*
What are you wasting time for? Don’t you know what you have to do? (104)\fn{ Said just before the murder of some
local traders in which he was alleged to have participated }
*
My open enemies in persons of (1) Joseph Ude, (2) Oze Anichebe, (3) Ben Obiozo, (4) Sheridan Haffner, (5)
Lawrence Onwudiwe, etc., boast in town that Ballantine, Police, promises them my arrest on 20 April on charge
of murder. These persons are bad characters who bear me malice as being responsible for their convictions. They
have combined to make up case with one of my dissatisfied wives, Nugwu, who is a runaway. Object is to make
arrest and soil my name: though case may not be provide most lamentable Government should allow a man of my
class to be so disgraced upon machination of well known enemies. Fictitious names have been invented as alleged
murdered. Petition follows. (107)\fn{Text of a telegram to the British governor}
*
If that white man called Ballantine tries to cross the Ajali into Eke, shoot him! Now mark my words carefully!
He must never set foot in Eke. If he tries to, either you will shoot him or he will shoot you. (108)\fn{ Said to Omulu
Naivudu, the strongest member of his personal force of secret police }
*
If you know you bleed blood, go back. If you think you bleed water, keep coming! If you know you bleed
blood, go back. If you think you bleed water, keep coming. (108)\fn{ Shouted across a river to Captain Ballentine, the local
Britidsh police presence, who was trying to meet with him}
*
I can never be alive and let any human being humiliate me! (121)\fn{ Said in response to an unknown statement by a local constable interviewing him in his private train compartment; shortly after which, he shot himself }
256.29 Excerpt from West African Travels And Adventures: Two Autobiographical Narratives From Northern
Nigeria: The Story Of Maimaina Of Jega, Chief Of Askira, As Told By Himself\fn{by Maimaina of Jega (1874-after
1964)} Jega, Kebbi State, Nigeria (M) 14
1
I was born in the year 1874. My father, Yerima Abdu, came from Jega in Sokoto. He was the grandson of
Abdussalam, the chief of Gimbana. My mother was the daughter of a man from the Margi tribe, called Abbega
(that is to say, Bukar), and it was he who became the servant of Dr. Barth and went with him to England.\fn{ In
September, 1855}
On Abbega’s return from England,\fn{ In late 1857} the Royal Niger Compan made him chief of Lokoja. My
father Yerima Abdu went to Lokoja where he married Salamatu, the daughter of Abbega. When she became
pregnant, my parents returned to Jega where I was born. A few months later my father took my mother and me
back to his in-laws at Lokoja. He died there a short time afterward. And so I, Maimaina of Jega, grew up in the
care of my grandfather, the Chief of Lokoja.
In the year 1894 I was taken on as a servant by one of the military officers of the Royal Niger Company.
This was the time when some people from the Ibo country, the tribes from Brass, attacked the company’s
establishment at Akassa.
Next I worked for Major Arnold.\fn{ A. J. Arnold (1866-1933) } It was during this period that Major
Moloney was wounded in the thigh. He it was who, as commandant of the Royal Niger Constabulary, was killed
by the Magaji, Dan Yamusa, at Keffi in 1900. At that time there were no Northerners employed as personal
servants by the company officials apart from me and my friend Audu Dan Umaru. Audu was killed by the Brass
people when they attacked Akassa. All the other servants and cooks of the Europeans were soldiers in the
constabulary, except for a few Ijaws from Asaba and Onitsha. The soldiers were mostly either from the Gold Coast
or were Krumen and Yorubas, with some Sierra Leoneans as well.
At the time I am describing there was no store or important market at Onitsha, only some missionaries liv ing
there. The company warehouse was then situated at Abuchi, which was the main trading center, while the huge
prison and the barracks were located in Asaba. People sentenced at Lokoja or even as far up the Benue as Ibi were
sent to the Asaba jail. I know this because I saw Zanna Gana, a Kanuri from Birni Ngazargamu living in Wukari,
and Duna, the chief of Jibu, when they were prisoners at Asaba.
During that time, the people along the banks of the River Niger, especially those in the Koton Karfe district, lived
in constant fear of enemy attack. When the Nupe forces from Bida captured Koton Karfe they built a town and
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settled there. They appointed as their chief Bakango, a Gwari man, but one who had grown up in Abuja. They
maintained a garrison there which carried out a series of slave raids throughout the area.
I remember the day, late in the afternoon about four o’clock, when a famous warrior from Koton Karfe named
Aluku gathered together a large group of his followers and fell upon Bakango’s war-camp. In the battle that followed
they were routed and very many of their men were killed, among them the leader of the commando, Aluku. The
Nupe cut off the heads of Aluku and thirty-two of his followers. They then erected a special stall in the
marketplace and displayed the heads there, with Aluku’s in the middle.\fn{ A common practice in 19 th century Northern
Nigeria, serving to convince an illiterate population that the local terror had indeed been exterminated }
Also, a certain chief of Patiagoja, called Ajeto, died about this time and left an enormous amount of wealth. Yet
very little of it ever reached his heirs, for the Benu of Bida hastened down to Patiagoja to take charge of things. The
same Benu also used to send his warriors at night right into Lokoja, to raid and put people to the sword. On one
occasion when they slipped into the town they hacked off the hand of a Yoruba man called Baba Akwa, and on
another occasion they cut off the arm of a Sokoto woman known as Bagobira. These attacks prompted the Europeans
to build a sort of watchtower with an electric light on it that shone in all directions and could be seen from a long way
off.\fn{This is one of the earliest recorded uses of a searchlight in Nigeria}
So Benu eventually withdrew from Patiagoja and crossed the Niger to Koton Karfe. There he left in charge one of
his senior warriors, called Canyai, and returned home to Bida.
The people living on the banks of the Niger used to suffer very severely. When the river was in flood you would see
them take refuge in the forest out of fear of the Bida raiders. There they built a large shelter, plastering it over with mud
and thereby raising an improvised hut above the ground. A man and his wives and his children would stay right up in
the air, with their boat tied up in readiness underneath the platform. They lived in this wretched state up until the year
1897 when the Royal Niger Company captured Bida and the war-camp at Koton Karfe was broken up. Then at last the
local people were freed from this intolerable situation and could live in peace.
The company now appointed as chief of Koton Kane All, the son of a former chief called Angefu. A man called
Kimba and I were among those who escorted him from Lokoja to Koton Karfe on the instructions of the chief of
Lokoja.
2
In 1897, I left Lokoja together with Dr. Drill\fn{ The Royal Niger Company carried a number of medical doctors on its
and Major Festing, an officer of the Royal Niger Constabulary.
We followed the way to Okene where we came across Maiyaki Nda Jiya, the general of the Bida forces encamped
at a town called Gidi, a little to the south of Kabba. He was engaged in slave forays.
When we left Okene we stopped at a small village on the edge of a forest. When Maiyaki Nda Jiya heard of
our approach, he sent one of the leading warriors of Bida, called Dokoyiringi, to us, accompanied by a strong
force of cavalry and foot soldiers armed with rifles. They surrounded our camp during the hours of darkness. Then
at about six o’clock in the morning Dokoyiringi dispatched a mounted messenger who came and found me resting
on the ground. He asked me,
“Where is the white man?” I said,
“What is it you want?” He replied,
“I have been sent with a message.”
So I went and told Major Festing and Dr. Drill, and they told me to bring the messenger. When he came before
them he informed them that he had been sent by Dokoyiringi to come and summon them to a parley in a small wood
nearby. The two Europeans left their escort of soldiers and the carriers in the camp and went out to meet
Dokoyiringi.
When we reached the place, Dokoyiringi said that Maiyaki Nda Jiya had sent him to lead them back to the Nupe
war-camp. The Europeans replied that first they would return to camp and make ready, but Dokoyiringi insisted that
they send someone else instead. So our\fn{Throughout his autobiography Maimaina identifies himself with the Europeans}
Europeans sent Sergeant Baban Fali and Headman Dari back to our camp and they fetched all our men. Then
Dokoyiringi mounted his horse. Immediately three or four shots were fired,\fn{ Not in anger but in accordance with the Muslim
practice , as a feu de joie} large numbers of riflemen and cavalry came streaming out of the woods, and we all set off on
the path to the camp at Gidi where we met the general, Nda Jiya.
This general intended to betray us, but Makun (who later became Etsu Nupe Muhammad), together with a handful of
sensible people, refused to allow it. We were taken to lodge in the house of Etswan, the son of the Ndeji. Maiyaki Nda
Jiya’s plan was to take away our rifles, arrest our European officers, and send them off to Etsu Abubakar at Bida.
We had forty-one soldiers in our party, but three of them had deserted when we marched out of our resting-place. This
made Makun and some of the war captains suspicious, so they decided to drop the idea of dispatching only the
establishment, primarily for service with the constabulary }
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Europeans to the Etsu at Bida and instead agreed to send the whole lot of us there together. Our host Etswan was put in
charge of the party. He was an honest man who treated us well.
We set forth from the camp and came to Kabba. When we reached the outskirts of the town, where there is a large fig
tree\fn{The genus ficus gnaphalocarpa, renowned in Nigeria for its ample shade } standing by the edge of the path, Major Festing
suggested to Etswan that we should dismount and drink some water. Our party then dismounted. Our escort also
dismounted a little way away from us, by the edge of Kabba forest. They had a formidable number of horsemen and
riflemen, while we were only thirty-eight soldiers, but fortunately our commanding officer had already managed to send
a message back to Lokoja from the camp as soon as he had learned that we were to be taken to Bida.
As soon as the Europeans at Lokoja heard what had happened to our party, they ordered two companies of
soldiers to hurry to Alkwara and intercept us on the road. However, Major Festing acted before we reached
Alkwara, for as early as Kabba he told Etswan, who was in charge of our escort, that he refused to go to Bida.
There is a small rise in the ground to the east of the fig tree there. We all climbed up to this rising ground, where
Major Festing arranged his soldiers in a line ready for battle. But Etswan had no heart for a fight and so withdrew
into the town of Kabba. Thereupon we heaped up a sort of rampart of protective stones; but until sunset nobody
came to disturb us. When darkness came we set out, taking neither the route to Lokoja nor the one to Bida, but
heading instead for Patiagoja. We marched through thick forest until daybreak, when we came upon the path to
Lokoja. This we followed, and reached Lokoja safely.
*
A short time after this affair the Royal Niger Company\fn{ Derived from the amalgamation of a number of merchant firms
trading on the lower Niger into the United African Company in 1879 and reorganized as the National African Company in 1882, received
its royal charter in July 1886 and, under the leadership of its founder, Sir George Goldie, played an important role in the administration and
trade of the Oil Rivers during the last two decades of the 19 th century} decided to make war on Bida. This was the first

campaign undertaken by the Europeans against the Fulani emirs of Northern Nigeria. It took place in the year
1897. There was fighting all the way from Lokoja up to Bida.
When we reached Bida, Etsu Nupe Abubakar came out with his army in front of the town and battle was
joined. A younger brother of his, Lakpene Yusufu, bore down on us from the east with a mighty force of riflemen.
On our side they killed one of the Europeans, Lieutenant Thomson. But as soon as we began to open fire with our
artillery and other heavy weapons, the Nupe army withdrew at once. Etsu Abubakar fled to Lemu.
From Bida the war moved to Ilorin, ruled at that time by the Emir Suleiman, who had just come to the throne. He
came out and proposed a treaty, so there was no fighting and we all returned to Lokoja. During this campaign I acted as
the company's interpreter.\fn{The treaty, still extant, reads as follows: This Treaty is made on the 18th February 1897 of the Christian Era,
and the 15th day of Ramadan, in the year 1314 since the Hegira. The Treaty is between Sir George Goldie, governor for the Royal Niger Company,
and the Emir Suliman, son of the former Emir Alihiu, for his chiefs and people for ever. | 1. The Company will recognize Suliman as Emir of Ilorin.
| 2. The Emir Suliman recognizes that Ilorin is entirely under the protection and power of the Company. | 3. He will obey all such directions in
respect of his Government as the Company may give him from time to time. | 4. The Emir Suliman agrees to make no war without the consent of the
Company, and to accept such frontier line between Ilorin and Lagos as the Company may decide. | 5. The Emir Suliman agrees to take every step
in his power to prevent the further introduction of gin and rum into his country from Lagos, and to destroy all the gin and rum that may be found in
his country. | 6. All the previous Treaties are abrogated, but Ilorin remains under the protection of Her Majesty, the Queen of Great Britain and
Ireland, and Empress of India. | 7. I, Suliman, Emir of Ilorin, hereby accept this Treaty, and I, George Taubman Goldie, Governor of the Royal
Niger Company, also hereby accept it}

3
In 1900 Governor Lugard came to Lokoja with two regiments of troops, the First and the Second
Battalions.\fn{Known as the West African Frontier Force, raised by then Colonel Lugard in 1897, composed of two battalions of infantry
with ancillary units} The First he stationed at Lokoja and the Second was sent to Jebba. The officer commanding the
First Battalion was Colonel Pilcher;\fn{T. D. Pilcher (1858-1928), “a man who had never seen active service, a Staff College Officer,
and an expert on the German Army, a wealthy man and much interested in the sartorial side of the force, down to the design of buttons;” he
later became a major-general} the Second was commanded by Colonel Willcocks.\fn{ Later General Sir James Willcocks (18571926)}
Governor Lugard made his headquarters at Lokoja.\fn{The first capital of the new Protectorate of Northern Nigeria } His

first act was to draw up all the company’s constabulary and the government troops on the parade ground, while he
himself stood by the flagpole. The Union Jack was hoisted and the flag of the Royal Niger Company lowered.\fn{In
his own words, from his first annual report to the Colonial Office: “Arriving at the end of December, 1899, I took over the administration from
the Royal Niger Company, and the Union Flag was hoisted in place of the Company’s at 7:20AM at Lokoja on January 1 st 1900, in presence of
a parade of all arms, at which civilians were present in uniform.”} The constabulary was now amalgamated with the government

troops. A proclamation followed, ruling that from that day on there would be no more slavery.
Soon afterwards news reached us that the Emir of Lapai, Abdulkadiri,\fn{ Grandson of Jaura, the founder of the emirate, and
seventh Emir of Lapai (1893-1907)} had encamped at Gulu and was engaged in slave raiding. A military force assembled at
169

once and marched to Gulu. I went with it as interpreter. As soon as we reached the enemy’s camp they retreated without
staying to give us a proper fight. We followed them right up to the gates of Lapai, which was completely deserted. We
passed on to Agaie, at that time ruled by Nuhu.\fn{Grandson of Attahiru, founder of the emirate, and fourth Emir of Agaie (1877-1900)}
He did not wish to fight either, and sent one of his palace officials, Nda Turaki, to meet us at the town gate and to
welcome us warmly on behalf of the Emir.
Our commanding officer told him to go back and invite the Emir to come out himself. When the messenger
reached the palace, the Emir became frightened and refused to come. Instead he fled to Paiko.\fn{ About 35 miles
away} So half a company of soldiers was left at Agaie under Captain Skinner, together with Dr. Adams and myself
as their interpreter, with orders to try and find Emir Nuhu. We sent a message to him that he should come back
from Paiko and that nothing would happen to him, but he refused. The people in town all remained happily with
us. They were not worried.
One day, a man named Dan Wanzan came and told me that he knew where the Emir of Lapai was hiding. I
passed this information on to Captain Skinner. We marched out of Agaie in the middle of the night, taking this man
with us, and made for the spot where he had seen the Emir. Dawn was breaking as we reached a small village
called Gobi.
Now it happened that one of the Emir’s sons, Lukwan, was living there. As soon as he heard our approach, he
came out of his hut, sword in hand, ready to fight us. One of our soldiers, Gbadamosi, was just approaching the hut.
Lukwan struck him a blow with his sword, and Gbadamosi hit him back with his rifle butt. When Lukwan slashed
at the butt, Gbadamosi threw himself at the man and knocked him to the ground. One of the other soldiers, Asaryi,
came to his aid and shot Lukwan dead with his rifle. Although Gbadamosi had been slashed on the calf, it was not a
serious wound. We then returned to Agaie.
While we were there our lodgings were constantly being raided by infiltrators from Bida, and at nighttime they
used to try to actually attack us. One night I wanted to go outside my hut, but I suspected that these raiders might be
around. So I placed a small pot on a stick and, gently opening the door, thrust it out. Pushing it forward with
difficulty, I suddenly felt the pot struck by a blow. I shouted for help, but the man was over the compound wall
and away in a flash.
After several attempts to discover where the Emir of Agaie was hiding had failed, we gave up and returned to
Lokoja.
*
This was the first campaign by the government Europeans in 1900. In 1901 a military expedition against Yauri
was organized from Jebba. Captain Carr and a party of Mounted Infantry penetrated as far as Jega, but there was
no battle and we returned to Jebba.
Less than two weeks after our return I was attached to an army officer, Mr. Kincaid-Smith, with whom I went
to Kaiama in Borgu country. At that time the French were in Kaiama, but when they heard that we were on the
way they withdrew and made for Nikki. It was here that the Mounted Infantry was first raised. Six months later I
returned to Lokoja.\fn{There was further resistance in this whole Middle Niger area during the first years of the British occupation,
prompting the following letter sent by Lugard to the Chief of Zuba in May, 1900, after he had boldly shut the gates of his town in the face
of the British: “The Fourth Day of May in the Year 1900. | This letter comes from Governor Lugard: | Greetings and more honour to
Mahamman, the Chief of Zuba, together with the expression of my confidence. | After this— | I let you know that I have seen the messenger
whom you sent, and I have heard your message and understand all that you have said. | After this— | I tell you that you have done wrong;
but since you realize this, I will forgive you and pardon your fault. | After this— | I tell you to watch your actions carefully. I have heard
what you have to say and I have also heard all the white man’s report. | After this— | I warn you with the utmost seriousness to take heed of
your conduct and to pass on this warning to your people. Also you shall take care of this flag; do not treat it lightly. Every town which
possesses a flag such as this becomes thereby a place of importance, for this flag is the flag of our Queen and not to be treated lightly.
Should you hold it cheap, it is your own honour and authority which you cheapen. | After this— | I notify you that I am clearing a road
from the bank of the Niger to your town, and from there to the banks of the Kaduna river, so that even a woman traveling alone with her
load may pass in safety, or a child. This is my intention. As to the road from Kurmin Giwa to Zaria, all is well; with the road from Lafiya to
Wukari, all is well as far as the Birnin Gwari road; every man, woman, and child, the old and the young, may pass in safety. | After this— |
I tell you that we are the rulers of the world. If a man does aught by night, we know of it by morning; if by day, we know of it by night, you
may be sure of that. Therefore take heed of your behaviour. I have accepted your explanation and forgive you for what is past, but for the
future take care that nothing shall happen to harm our mutual confidence and respect. | That is all .}

4
The military authorities at that time asked my grandfather Abbega, Chief of Lokoja, to recommend a
reliable man whom they could send north up to Kano in order to obtain some secret information for them.
Although I was quite young, my grandfather selected me for this undertaking. I was set up and dressed as if I
were an itinerant trader and joined a trading-caravan bound for Kano.
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Consider our route in those days. We took a canoe from Lokoja to Loko. From there we went overland to
Nasarawa and on to Keffi. It was at Keffi that I first saw slaves for sale in a market—men, women, and children
too—all seated with their legs stretched out. The trading for slaves was just the same as today’s bargaining for
buying a horse or a cow or a donkey.
When we set out from Keffi we joined a bigger caravan for Zaria, taking the route through Kacia. This was
because at that period only a sizable caravan would pass through the forest of Aduma to reach the banks of the river
Kaduna, such was the fear of the Kaje pagans. These people were well known for their head-hunting. They used to
split open a human head and clean it out, and from this calabash fashioned from a skull the groom and his bride
would drink beer at their wedding.\fn{ One of the first administrators of the area described Jema’an Dororo as “the center of the
country where head-hunting is seen in its most flourishing state”} From Kacia we made for the banks of the Kaduna, where the
route split into two directions, for Zaria or Bauchi. The Zaria branch led to Girku, that for Bauchi passed through
Ririwai. We took the one for Girku and from there reached Zaria safely. The Emir of Zaria at this time was
Kwassau.\fn{Twelfth Emir of Zaria (1897-1902); The note continues: “The raiding of even his own subjects by his notorious bands of
asrmed men, yan bindigogi, is still vividly recalled.”}
In those days the emirs were still quarreling among themselves. For instance, when I reached Zaria, the Emir of
Kontagora, Ibrahim, was not on friendly terms with Kwassau. He was living in a town called Kaya and was trying to
seize some Zaria-controlled territory for himself.
From Zaria we passed through Gimi, Dan Soshiya, and Madobi, and so came to Kano. When I reached Kano I
found that the Emir of Kano, Aliyu,\fn{Seventh Emir of Kano (1894-1903)} and the Emir of Hadejia,
Muhammadu,\fn{Tenth Emir of Hadejia (1885-1906)} were at war. The Galadima of Hadejia had recently killed
Gadawur, the chief of Dutse, a town that was under Kano. The Emir of Kano sent the chief of Gaya, called Kolo,
together with the chief of Kumci, by name Dano, to the boundary between Kano and Hadejia, ready for action. If
any man came into Kano territory from Hadejia and was beyond doubt a Hadejia man, he was to be killed
forthwith. Similarly, if any Kano man were to make for Hadejia, he was to be instantly slain. I even saw with my
own eyes two men, alleged to be from Hadejia, being beheaded in Kano.\fn{ There had been a running war between
Hadejia and Gumel up to 1872, and another major war with Kano in 1893. Kano itself was almost crippled by internecine conflict between
1893 and 1895, when Muhamman Tukur’s appointment as emir plunged the country into civil war }
On my arrival in Kano I lodged in the compound of Muhammadu Mailiyari,\fn{ A moneychanger} who lived in

the Dagarda ward. He had at one time resided in Lokoja and had been a friend of mine, so I was certain that he
could be trusted with the secret of my mission. He introduced me to the Wambai of Kano, Mahmuda, who was a
younger brother of the Emir by the same father and mother. I sold some of my wares to him, taking along a few
amusing small umbrellas and clocks. A banjo player bought these from me for the Wambai.
A little later the clock stopped, so the Wambai sent for me. When I reached his compound he told me the
clock had broken. I said it was not broken and showed him how to wind it, and it began to go again. Then he
brought out his gun, which he said would not work. There was nothing badly wrong with it, just a small screw
had come loose. I tightened the screw, and cleaned and oiled the gun. He promptly loaded it and fired off a
round. In this way I gradually became an intimate friend of the Wambai.
Why, of course, I had come to Kano was to find out and report back to Lokoja whether the rumor was true
that the Emir had a well-disciplined army. I was also to discover whether, as was said, he had sent some of his
slaves to Lokoja to join the army there who, after their training, had returned to Kano and were now instructing
the Emir’s men in the arts of European warfare. The Emir was also said to possess immense supplies of rifles
and ammunition, which he had bought from Tripoli merchants.\fn{ This trans-desert trade was finally killed by the advent
of the railway in 1911, which obliged Kano to turn away from the Mediterranean and face the southern seaports for the import and export
of its merchandise. Compare the groundnut export figures for the years either side of the completion of the Kano-Lagos railway line:
value of crop in 1910: £8,150; in 1914: £179,219 | quinquennial average tonnage, 1910-1914: 8,200 tons; 1915-1919, 43,300 tons }

I found out that he certainly had a lot of rifles but no disciplined army.
5
I now prepared to return to Lokoja. At Zaria, however, I received a message from my grandfather, the Chief of
Lokoja, telling me that I should try and reach Bornu and get in touch with “the wager of war”\fn{ The nickname of Major
Augustus McClintock, an early political officer in Bornu. His British colleagues gave him the affectionate sobriquet of “The General.” One of them
described him as “a delightful Irishman, with a slight lisp and an inexhaustible supply of blarney … big both in mind and body. While he could
mete out, if occasion demanded, a telling-off which made itself felt, he was not above doing some real spadework; and I have known him at tax
time sit at my table for seven successive days helping to count thousands of pounds’ worth of three-pences and sixpences”. He died at Ngubala,
Bornu, in June, 1912} who was on his way to meet Fad-el-Allah, the son of Rabeh. So I retraced my steps to Kano and set

out on the road to Bornu through Nguru.
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At that time the Galadima of Nguru, Ibrahim, had his headquarters at Kacallari. From there we passed through
Alanuirori and on to Gaidam. From Gaidam, however, we had to travel for two whole days through uninhabited bush
before reaching Ngubula on the third. This sparsity of population was due to the way Rabeh had scattered the people of
this area.\fn{Rabeh was a client of the Sudanese slave-raider Zubeir Pasha. After Zubeir had been defeated and imprisoned by the Egyptians,
Rabeh gradually made his way westward across Africa with an army of some 700 formidably armed men, raiding and pillaging everything in his
path. In 1893 he occupied Bornu, after defeating and executing the Kanuri emir, Shehu Kiari, and established himself at Dikwa, where his force
was estimated by contemporary accounts at 20,000, nearly 5,000 of whom were equipped with firearms. He was killed by the French at the battle
of Kusseri (1900), though not before he had personally slain the French commandant, Lamy}

So we came to Rinaskuri, or Ardoram. In those days there were important markets in Magumeri and Gubewa
districts. There was also a certain Shuwa woman, called Adama, who was fighting to capture the plains of Maiduguri.
She was a sort of chief there.
Before I reached Bornu I learned that “the wager of war” had already arrived. He had met Fad-el-Allah at Burgumma.
Fad-el-Allah had given him his principal courtier, called Sururu, and together they had gone back to Lokoja.\fn{ Lugard
reported to the Colonial Office: “He was received with acclamation as a friend and treated with great hospitality, and he himself formed a high opinion
of Fad-el-Allah, who appears to have been a most gallant soldier and a capable and determined ruler—Major McClintock’s report was wholly in favour
of recognizing Fad-el-Allah as Emir of Bornu.” He noted that McClintock had, however, “injudiciously presented Fad-el-Allah with a shotgun of his
own,” from which courtesy there sprang a rumour, “incredible and absolutely untrue,” that the British were supplying Fad-el-Allah with arms to fight
the French}

So I now made my way back to Kano, where I found Bukar, a servant of my grandfather’s, sent to tell me that I should
go to Dikwa and meet Colonel Morland,\fn{Later General Sir Thomas Morland (1865-1925)} who was making his way to Bornu
through Bauchi. I attached myself to a caravan of Manga traders, which took us through Babura, Danciwo, Sheri, Maini,
and Keffi, and right on to Monguno.
While I was at Monguno a French army officer, Captain Dangevile, penetrated as far as Gujba, where he killed
Rabeh’s son, Fad-el-Allah, and captured his younger brother, Muhamman Nyabbe, along with some of his
followers. He then took Fad-el-Allah’s head to Dikwa and set it up in the marketplace.\fn{ After having his body
exhumed from its burial place in a nearby swamp}
I was already in Dikwa by the time Colonel Morland arrived from Bauchi. The Emir of Bauchi at this time was
Umaru,\fn{Fourth Emir of Bauchi (1883-1902)} who had prevented him from advancing beyond Burmi. Now the chief of
Burmi was Mallam Zayi, better known as Mallam Jibrilla. This Mallam Jibrilla marched out to do battle with Colonel
Morland, but within less than twenty minutes his forces had been scattered and he himself had taken flight. Musa
Dedare, who had been one of Mallam Jibrila’s followers, was made chief of Burmi in his stead.
While Colonel Morland was advancing to Gujba, Mallam Jibrilla secretly made his way back to Burmi. Musa
Dedare sent a message to the colonel telling him of Mallam Jibrilla’s return. On receiving this information,
Colonel Morland at once dispatched an officers and twelve soldiers on horseback to Burmi, where they seized
Mallam Jibrilla and brought him to Gujba. The colonel then left Gujba for Mafoni.\fn{ Lugard’s report went as follows:
“Leaving a company as garrison at Bautshi, Colonel Moreland advanced through Gombe towards Gujba in Bornu. The country to be
crossed has long been the scene of constant warfare. A certain mallam (mullah), Jibrella, arose some years ago and gathered round him a
band of fanatics. He defeated the King of Gombe and annexed a part of his country, and threatened Bautshi, which there is little doubt
would have fallen before his troops had not the British expedition happened to intervene. For many years he had led a career of unbroken
conquest, defying even the armies of Rabeh and Fad-el-Allah, and at the time of Colonel Morland’s arrival he was the most dreaded power
in the east. He had lately declared himself to be the Mahdi, and dressed his followers in the jibbeh of the Dervish. | While advancing in the
open, the scouts reported the presence of a body of some 600 foot and 100 horsemen behind a fold in the ground, and Colonel Moreland
had barely time to form square with the advance guard to cover the long column before he was charged in a most determined fashion by
these fanatics, with the mallam at their head. They reached within 50 yards of the small square (consisting of 100 men with a maxim and a
gun) before they were checked by the fire, when they swept round, making a turning movement. They were, however, beaten off and fled in
disorder, having 60 killed and a large number of wounded. Our casualties were only two wounded, since the enemy fired little, but tried to
close with the sword and spear. Colonel Morland pursued for two days and then sent out several flying columns who captured many horses,
men, and banners, but the credit of the capture of the Mahdi himself fell to Lieutenant Dyer, who rode 70 miles in 17 hours to effect it. |
Jibrella was a white-haired old man of a fine type. The dash and pluck shown by him had won the adminration of our officrs, and he was
well looked after till his arrival in Lokoja, where I placed him in charge of the local chief with a small subsidy for his maintenance. He is
fery feeble, and no longer a danger.”}

On arrival he sent one of his officers, Captain Macarthy Morrogh, to Shehu Garbai at Dikwa. The Shehu
accompanied the captain back to Mafoni to meet Colonel Morland. At that time there was a French army officer in
Dikwa, the same Captain Dangeville, and I was there myself.
One morning, one of our English army officers, a Captain Moses, with whom I was already acquainted at Lokoja,
came to Dikwa. He said my grandfather had told him that he would probably find me in Dikwa. He was making
enquiries whether anyone knew of me, when Madugu Karagama came and told me about it. So I went to where he
was lodging, in Rabeh’s former house,\fn{ For many years it remained the residence of the district officer in charge of Dikwa
division, and as late as 1957 it was still being used as a rest-house for officers on tour in Bornu. In 1971 it was scheduled for preservation
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as an historical monument}

and he told me to go and prepare for a journey to Mafoni. I went and made ready, and we
departed together for Mafoni.
When we reached the town we found Shehu Garbai there. Colonel Morland read out to him the instructions of
Queen Victoria, who was Queen of England at this period. The instructions given to the Shehu were that there was
to be no more selling or buying of slaves, no more raiding, no more brutal justice such as the cutting off of people’s
limbs, and so on. The Shehu promised he would obey these rules. Colonel Morland now departed for
Yola,\fn{Captured by the British only a few months before } leaving behind two companies of soldiers under the command of
Captain Macarthy-Morrogh, the officer who had brought Shehu Garbai from Dikwa. The captain and his soldiers
escorted Shehu Garbai from Mafoni to Monguno, where the Shehu set up his headquarters first before he returned to
the original capital of Kukawa. After seeing the Shehu safely established at Monguno, Captain Macarthy-Morrogh
rode off and followed Colonel Morland to Yola.
Captain Dunne next took one company of troops to Gujba, which he made his headquarters. This left only me and
one company, under a color-sergeant, at Mafoni. Colonel Morland had already told the Shehu to send some of his
people to help us lay out a small cantonment there. The Shehu attached to us his personal representative, Kacalla
Jajiwaji, together with his two assistants, Grema Ahmadu Shuwa and Grema Muhainmadu Kawo. We moved the
town of Mafoni to a site slightly to the south of the old one, and the inhabitants built a new settlement there. Where
the Residency stands in Maiduguri today\fn{1957} we built a fort.\fn{ The outline of which could still be traced on the ground
in 1971} It was really a walled enclosure, with four corners, about a hundred yards square. We also built two large
houses inside the fort, on the rising ground where the G.R.A.\fn{Government Residential Area, the term by which the European
residential part of each principal town in Northern Nigeria was known up to the time of independence (October 1, 1960) } has now been
built. This was the settlement known as Mafoni.
Some days later Captain Cochrane, who was in command of the single company we were with, came to inspect
us at Mafoni. Soon after this Mr. Hewby\fn{ W. P. Hewby, known locally as “Mista Ibi”, one of Lugard’s outstanding Residents,
going first to Kano and then remaining in charge of Bornu from 1902 until his retirement in 1913 } Captain Mundy, and Mr. Burdett
reached Mafoni. They were the first political officers in Bornu. All these events took place in 1902.
6
When Mr. Hewby came to Mafoni, he attached me to Captain Mundy. Together we trekked along the boundary
between our land and the German part of Bornu,\fn{ The Germans assumed control of the Dikwa region between 1902 and
1916} right up to the shores of Lake Chad. From there we turned towards Monguno, where we met up with Mr.
Hewby and the company of soldiers under Captain Cochrane, who had already made their way there from Mafoni.
Now, Shehu Garbai had in his possession at this time a very large number of guns, which he had got from Rabeh.
Mr. Hewby ordered the Shehu to collect all these weapons and surrender them to him. The Shehu agreed to do this,
but some of his palace officials such as Kacalla Afuno and Mallam Bukar, urged the Shehu not to carry out this order
and said they would refuse to give up their own arms. When I heard of this, I immediately went to Yerima Aji, Abba
Gana, and Shehu Umarmi, and told them I knew exactly what Kacalla Afuno and Mallam Bukar had told the Shehu. I
added that I wanted them to remember that these guns had belonged to Rabeh. Only after Rabeh had been killed by
the French had the Shehu come into possession of this arsenal.\fn{Estimated in 1895 to contain over 3,000 rifles and 44 pieces of
artillery, making his the best-armed force in West Africa at the time} If they now refused to surrender them, I argued, might not the
English take them by force? Since they were aware that even Rabeh had not been able to oppose the Europeans, did
they expect that they could drive them away? I advised them to point out the truth to the Shehu and urge him to pay
no attention to what his slaves were saying, for they spoke like madmen. Then I went off and told Mr. Hewby about
the problem and also of my talk with Yerima Aji and Abba Gana, who at that time were the nearest confidants of the
Shehu.
Eventually the Shehu did collect all his guns and surrender them to Mr. Hewby. Mr. Hewby handed back to the
Shehu one hundred gunpowder muskets and twelve rifles that fire bullets. The rest were gathered up and burned.
Finally, Mr. Hewby built a courthouse at Monguno.\fn{Justice in the Provincial Court, exercised by a political officer vested with
considerable judicial powers, was one of the early manifestations of the British colonial presence in Africa and Asia }
I and the Shehu’s representative, Mallam Bukar, were now attached to Captain Cochrane for a tour of inspection
along our boundary with the French to the north. We went through Kukawa as far north as Gashagar on the River
Yo. When we arrived there, Mallam Bukar asked me to tell Captain Cochrane that he wanted permission to make a
side trip to see Grema Adamu, who was collecting taxes in Kabi. Captain Cochrane agreed but told him to hurry and
catch up with us. However, he had not overtaken us even by the time we reached Nguru. At that time the Galadima
of Nguru was Ibrahim, who resided at Kacallari.
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From Nguru we sent a message to the chief of Gorgoram, Mai Sale, saying that we were coming to his town.
He sent one of his servants to meet us, a man called Gaji. Leaving Nguru we stopped at Dumsai. We had sent word
earlier telling them to prepare lodging and food for us, but when we reached Dumsai nothing had been made ready.
I went on into the town in order to find out from the chief why they had made no preparations at all for our
coming. As soon as I entered the town, the chief ordered his people to shoot at me. Grema, the representative of the
Galadima of Nguru, advised us to turn back without further ado. We quickly withdrew from the town, but the people
kept on following and firing at us, right up to our camp. Captain Cochrane at once ordered the soldiers to open fire.
This dispersed the crowd, and we left Dumsai for Tagari.
As we approached Tagari, we found the people of the town, amounting to some three hundred bowmen and about
thirty horsemen, drawn up in a line across the town gate, waiting for us. Captain Cochrane ordered me and the
representative of the chief of Gorgoram to go and tell these people that we had not come to fight them but that we
only wanted to pass on to Gorgoram. We also sent somebody into town to bring out some food and water for us, while
I went and explained this to the Tagari people.
Their village-head was a sensible man and he told his people to go back into town. They did so.
For our part, we now withdrew and made camp at the foot of a tall silk-cotton tree situated west of town. Earlier we
had sent ahead two men, Audu and Yalema, but unfortunately they had been seized and bound with ropes. By about
five o’clock in the evening they had not returned, nor had the people of Tagari brought anything out to us. Worse still,
their bowmen had again taken up position along the town wall. When we sent scouts round to the north side, they
found that the women and children were being led out of town under a well-armed escort of young warriors and taken
away to a safe hiding-place.
Their plan was obviously to evacuate their families and then come back when it was dark and attack our camp. I
had already heard that this was the strategy these people had used against the Shehu of Bornu, Bukar,\fn{ Bukar Kura
(1880-1884), fourth Shehu and grandson of the dynastic founder, El Kanemi (d.1835)} when he had sent an expedition against Bedde.
On that occasion the chief of Gorgoram, Aihaji Dan Babuje,\fn{Fourth Emir of Bedde (1842-1893)} had assembled about a
hundred thousand bowmen for a surprise night attack on the Shehu’s camp. Knowing this, I warned Captain Cochrane
of their method of fighting.
Now we had spotted one of their lookouts watching us from a tall tree that stood in the middle of town. Captain
Cochrane took a rifle and fired at him, and he fell to the ground. At once the fighting began, but we soon beat off the
assault. Our two men who had been tied up managed to free themselves and escaped to us. Although the enemy
continued to harass us during the night, we drove them off, and at dawn we set off for Gorgoram.
The chief of Gorgoram, Mai Sale, came out himself and gave us a warm welcome. This was because Captain
Cochrane was the first European the people of Bedde had ever set eyes on. The chief promised that he would do
whatever the Europeans told him to do. This all happened in the year 1901-02.
From Gorgoram we followed the route through Jawa, Garin Dole, and Gabai Karama to Gujba. At that time there
was no settlement the whole way from Gabai to Gujba. We met Captain Mundy, who was the administrator in charge
of Gujba. From here we traveled through Burgumma and Marguba, and so back to Mafoni. We had heard nothing
more of Mallam Bukar, the man whom the Shehu had attached to us when we started and who had left us at Gashagar to go and see Grema Adamu, the tax collector at Kabi. Later we learned that he had stirred up a war in Kabi and
many people had been killed.
Just about that time Mr. Hewby arrived in Gaidam from Monguno and arrested Bukar for the murder of three
people. These had been the followers of Sururu whom Rabeh’s son Fad-el-Allah had attached to Major
McClintock, “the war horse.” When the case came up before Governor Lugard in Lokoja, Bukar was found guilty
of murder and was hanged at Mafoni. He was the first man to be sentenced to death by a British court in Bornu.
Shortly after this, Lieutenant Brandon arrived in Mafoni. At that time a tyrannical slave of the Shehu, Kacalla
Ranasku, by name, was residing in the Busuguwa district. Lieutenant Brandon and I were sent to Busuguwa. We
found this Kacalla in a town called Kufti. When we entered it, one of Kacalla’s men, Grema All, attacked us, but
Lieutenant Brandon promptly shot him dead. We arrested Kacalla Ranasku and took him back to Mafoni.
Some time later Captain Ross arrived in Mafoni to take over from Captain Cochrane, who went back to Lokoja
through Yola. In those days there was no other way of getting to Bornu except through Yola, and everything,
supplies and mail included, had to be brought up by that route. Wamdeo was designated as the halfway point.
Carriers from Yola would leave their loads at Wamdeo, then our own carriers would go down to Wamdeo and headload the supplies back to Bornu.
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I was at Mafoni with Captain Ross when Captain Mundy, Lieutenant Lawrence, and forty-five soldiers left
Gujba for Biu. At that time Mai Garga was chief of Biu,\fn{Garga Kwomting (1891-1908), the twenty-third chief of Biu} and he
greeted them in a peaceful fashion. This was the first appearance of any European in Biu.
From Biu they marched to Chibuk, but here the people had made ready to resist them. They wounded Captain
Mundy just above his hip with an arrow, but it was only slight and he soon recovered.\fn{ The official report gives three
soldiers wounded, with enemy losses of 90 killed}
From Chibuk Captain Mundy sent a note to Captain Ross asking that I should be sent to meet him at Kopchi. I
went through Mulgwai to Kopchi but I did not find him until I got to Mudube. From here we went back to Mulgwai.
At this time the people of Mulgwai, Mudube, and Chibuk were notorious as highway robbers on the route between
Bornu and Adamawa. As soon as we reached Mulgwai, the local people ran off into the woods, but we went after
them and soon caught up with them. After a short fight they scattered. I was given seven soldiers and sent to
Ngrabego to capture their chiefs, Mai Garisa and Mai Nyanya. I arrested Mai Garisa but Mai Nyanya escaped. I
brought Mai Garisa back to our camp and we then left Mude for Mafoni.
Mr. Lawrence now took his soldiers back to Gujba while we proceeded to Monguno with Captain Mundy.
From Monguno we went on to Gaidam and thence to Gashua.
At this time the chief of Gashua was Yerima Bolarni, famous ringleader of the brigands who infested the KanoBornu route running to the east of Gorgoram. I myself was once in a caravan traveling from Garin Role to Gorgoram
when Yerima Bolami came up to the cultivated farms near Rinokuno, planning to ambush the caravan. The people of
Rinokuno had prevented him from attacking us, not only because they feared for their crops but also because they
were subjects of the chief of Gorgoram, Mai Sale, and he had ordered them not to allow anyone to molest any caravan
making for Gorgoram.
Anyhow, fighting had broken out between them. and Yerima Bolami had stabbed a Rinokuno man with his spear.
Therefore, this time, knowing his evil reputation, as soon as we reached Gashua we arrested Yerima Bolami and took
him along with us. We went on to Albanjironi and thence to Daja.
It was there that Yerima Bolami managed to escape during the night. I took three soldiers and went after him, and
recaptured him after a long search. Just when we were nearly at Captain Mundy’s camp, Yerima suddenly collapsed,
muttering to himself, without any physical harm or abuse having been done to him. He simply fell down dead.
From Daja we followed the route through Sheri, Maini, and Kabi, and so reached the banks of the River Yo at
Gashagar. When we arrived at a town called Lamawana, we came on a camp of the Tubu, a tribe who, along with
Karekare, practiced a lot of banditry in the northern parts of Bornu. No sooner had they caught sight of us than
they took to their heels. The names of their leaders were Kedala Aserti and Kedala Guwod.
We left Lamawana and made for Yo; from there we kept to the shore of Lake Chad until we reached Monguno.
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It was while we were at Monguno that we heard the Sultan of Sokoto, Attahiru son of Ahmadu, had fled from
Sokoto and had reached Bima.\fn{ Muhammadu Attahiru I (1902-1903), eleventh Sultan of Sokoto and son of the fourth sultan
Ahmadu Atiku, Mai Cimola (1859-1866). Defeated after a heroic stand by the Fulani cavalry at Sokoto on March 15, 1903, he fled first to
Gusau and thence to Bima, the hill beside the River Gongola which by tradition has a certain mystique for Moslem resistance movements.
Accompanied by a large following of Fulani notables, the Sultan was aiming to reach asylum in Mecca. This movement of religious
dynamism is known in Fulani history as the perol} Captain Browne,\fn{W. Hamilton-Browne} with the company of troops

stationed at Gujba, had stopped him from continuing eastwards and had forced him to return to Burmi. They had then
followed behind the Sultan and camped at Ashaka to check any other of his movements.
We now moved on to Ashaka, where we learned that the Sultan had a great number of horsemen with him. We
waited at Ashaka until Major Marsh, in command of the reinforcements sent from the west, reached Burmi and
camped outside the town wall. Then we marched out of Ashaka. We joined up with Major Marsh at about half past
nine in the morning, and the fighting started.\fn{The account of this major battle and the events leading up to it is given in Lugard’s
offical reports to the Colonial Office, thus: “The ex-Sultan, \fn{ Attahiru } contrary to my expectation, did not accept my conciliatory
offers. It would probably have been easy to have captured or driven him out of the country, but I hoped that he would settle
down peaceably. Probably he could not believe in the genuineness of such proposals to the head of an army which had recently
opposed us, and supposed it to be merely a ruse to capture him, and he was in all probability encouraged in this belief by the Magaji of
Keffi, who it appears had joined him, and who knew that for him there was no pardon. There were also with him, Abu Bekr, ex-Emir of
Bida, Belo, who had neglected his chances of being Emir of Kontagora, the Galadema and other irreconcilable chiefs of Kano, with the
implacable Lapini of Bida, etc. | The ex-Sultan established himself at Gusao with a small following. This village being near Sokoto, the
garrison of that place drove him out. He found no following in his own territory, and the Sokoto chiefs remained loyal. He then passed
eastwards between Kano and Zaria, giving out that he was about to proceed on a pilgrimage to Mecca, and ordering all the people to follow
him. Not a chief or man of any sort left Kano, but the villagers of the districts he passed through, appealed to on religious grounds, and
misunderstanding his intentions, flocked to him by thousands. | A party of mounted infantry from Zaria attacked him, and in flicted some
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loss upon him (two of our men being killed), whereupon many of the villagers returned to their homes. | The ex-Sultan fled eastward into
the only portion of the Protectorate still untraversed by our troops and to which no Resident had as yet been appointed. The people of this
district, which consists of a number of small but ancient Emirates lying between Kano and Bornu, could only have received the usual
exaggerated and often wholly untrue reports of the events which had been taking place, which in Nigeria are circulated with magical
rapidity. Probably under the impression that the British had ousted the head of their religion and declared war against “the Faith,” enormous
numbers joined in the so-called pilgrimage. These consisted largely of unarmed peasantry and women. | “From all I can gather,” writes
the Acting High Commissioner, “the movement was not against us: the Sultan wished to establish himself in some region remote
from our influence, and simply called upon the people to follow him.” During his flight, writes another officer, he scrupulously
avoided our posts, and had even passed close to the Resident of Kano, who had only a tiny escort with him, without attempting to
molest him. | Captain Sword, from Kano, joining forces with the Bautshi garrison, pursued the ex-Sultan, and after a series of
skirmishes, in all of which he was successful, arrived at the town of Burmi, on the confines of Bornu. Here was a colony of aliens,
who coming from the north and probably of Tuareg origin, had settled here, and had received the rem nants of the Mallam Jibrella’s
army after his defeat by Colonel Morland in March, 1902. One of the sons of that chief had been elected “Mahdi” in his place. |
Captain Sword attacked the town and severe fighting took place, for these people were of a very valiant race. An officer and a
British noncommissioned officer and 60 rank and file were wounded, while four were killed. Captain Sword, having no big gun to
breach the walls, which were very strong, was unable to storm the town, and retired on Bautshi with his wounded unmolested during
the night. The loss inflicted on the enemy appears to have been very great, and this, combined with a defeat which a party of
mounted infantry from Kano inflicted upon a separate section of the ex-Sultan’s adherents, broke up the hostile gathering. |
Meanwhile steps had been taken to concentrate a powerful force at Bautshi with the ob ject of capturing the ex-Sultan and his
principal chiefs, including the Magaji, but before it could take the field messages were received from him saying that he had no
desire for further fighting, and that his adherents were starving. It appears probable that very many of the misled peasantry must
have died in this way. A reply was sent to the effect that the Sultan must surrender unconditionally, and meanwhile the expedition
pushed on. On reaching Burmi it was opposed (on July 27th) with great determination and fanaticism … | [Our] force was
composed of about 500 men of the Northern Nigeria regiments; sixty mounted infantry under Major Barlow; one millimetre, one sevenpounder and two maxim guns under Captain Henvey; the whole under the command of Major Marsh. Mean while, the defences of Burmi
had been strengthened, all the seven gates having been barricaded save that on the south side, where a second trench had been dug in
addition to the one that ran all round the walls. At the foot of the latter, holes had been made to en able the defenders to escape within the
town. The construction of double trenches revealed a degree of ingenuity unexpected in the natives, and leads one to believe that there
must have been some ex-soldiers of our own or of the French forces in the service of the Sultan. Previous to the attack all the women and
children had been sent away, and it is said that there were at least 10,000 men in the town. The majority of the defenders were armed with
bows and many of the arrows were poisoned; some used throwing spears and others “dane” guns and rifles. | The attack was made at
eleven o’clock on the morning of July 27. The troops formed square 300 yards from the town and the millimetre opened fire on the
southern gate. It is a pity that this point had been chosen for the assault, as it was the only one at which an enfilading fire could be
maintained from the trenches and walls. After a few rounds had been fired, making excellent practice, three half companies of infantry,
supporting one another in column, delivered an assault upon the gate. | Within, the city seemed deserted, not the shadow of a living soul
was seen and an ominous silence reigned. Then, as the troops neared the trenches and got within the angle of the walls, suddenly the air
was benighted with clouds of arrows and shouts of “Allah! Allah!” arose upon a deafening alarum of drums. So tremen dous was the
surprise of the shock, that the leading column was forced to fall back on its supports, and the men refused to go on, for they said the place
was full of ju-ju. | Thereupon Major Marsh, who had been directing the operations from the square, realizing the critical position, went
down at once to the fighting line to lead the assault; but he had no sooner come within the line of fire than he was struck in the thigh by a
poisoned arrow and died within twenty minutes. Meanwhile, Captain Robinson, Chief Staff Officer, had sent Lieutenant Fox with a section
to attack a hole in the wall about 150 yards to the left of the gate. The attack was successful and an entrance effected; when at the same
moment Captain Lewis and Lieutenant Maud with a few picked men made a brilliant rush and captured the gate. Captain Lewis was twice
wounded, but continued in action, and one of his native sergeants was shot through the heart. | Once inside the walls, his men worked round
on either side of the gate till they joined with those of Lieutenant Fox, and then there was no longer any doubt that the assault had been
successful. The enemy fought with fanatical fury, defending themselves in the bukas (or round reed huts) that crowded the town by the
southern gate. These were so tough that they resisted all attempts to fire them, and heavy losses re sulted as a way was fought through them.
Then for some reason unexplained the “retire” sounded, which the men obeyed reluctantly, for they had now warmed to their work. | In the
afternoon reinforcements came up and the assault was again delivered, this time to meet with a weakened resistance, and it was not long
before the ground was regained. But fighting continued with stubborn opposition till sunset, when the enemy, refusing to surrender, made
their final stand at the Masalachi (or House of Prayer), where Captain Henvey, who had worked all round the town with signal results,
brought up his millimetre and fired case shot. The body of Attahiru was found among the dead by the gate. It is said that he was praying
in the mosque with his mallams when the attack was made and hearing that the “white man” had carried the gate, went down there with
his personal followers to attempt to save defeat }

When the battle had reached its height, about five o’clock in the afternoon, we forced our way into the town and
pressed on through the middle of the shooting until we reached the gate of the compound where the Sultan was
lodged. Some of the people ran into the Sultan’s house, others took refuge in the mosque. The fighting continued until
eight o’clock in the evening.
About noon Major Marsh was hit by an arrow. Within a short while he was dead. Captain Browne was also
wounded but he recovered. These are the names of the important chiefs who were with the Sultan of Sokoto at the
battle of Burmi: the Etsu Nupe, Abubakar; the Emir of Misau, Ahmadu; Chief Tijjani Bashir from Futa, who had
taken refuge in Sokoto when the French drove him out; the Madaki of Kano, Kwairanga; and Dan Yamusa,
Magaji of Keffi. The Etsu Nupe and Tijjani Bashir were taken prisoner. Both the Emir of Misau and the Magaji of
Keffi escaped and reached Mecca. The Madaki of Kano was killed in the fighting.\fn{ The British lost one officer and 10
men killed, three officers and 69 men wounded. Enemy casualties were put at 700 killed }
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Now I want to tell you the story of how Attahiru, the Sultan of Sokoto, met his death. We had already left
Burmi, the scene of the battle, and returned to Ashaka, when Mr. Temple,\fn{C. L. Temple, later Chief Secretary (19101913) and Lieutenant-Governor (1914-1917) of Northern Nigeria } the Resident of Bauchi Province, Captain Mundy from
Bornu, and the military commander who had taken the place of Major Marsh, started to look for any local people
who might have known the Sultan. They found three such men from Burmi, so together with them we went back
to the battlefield. There was a dried-up borrow-pit beside the town wall to the southeast of the market. It was
there that Sultan Attahiru had been killed along with almost a hundred of his followers.\fn{ Probably Maimaina is
referring to the bodies actually lying around the Sultan, in which case his estimate accords with Temple’s “round his body were piled the
corpses of 90 of his followers” recorded in his dispatch to Lugard of August 8 } When we reached this spot, we left two men a

short distance away and took the other one to walk among the corpses and help us find the Sultan. He had been
wearing blue trousers, a white gown and turban, and rubber-soled shoes. He was also wearing an amulet and
charms tied around the upper part of his arm. The other two men were called in turn and they both singled out
the same corpse. All three of them testified that this really was the body of the Sultan.\fn{ In view of the widespread
allegiance throughout Northern Nigeria to the Sultan as Sarkin Musulmi, or the spiritual chief of the Moslems, it was imperative to the
British that his death should be established beyond doubt. In Nigeria’s colonial period there were several instances when the death of an
emir was denied, giving rise to rumors of his continued existence. Indeed, among the Tera people who live at the foot of Bima Hill, one
can still hear stories of Sultan Attahiru being seen on certain nights, riding a white horse along the top of the hill and carrying a green
flag}

Now there was also a wounded man lying near the Sultan. He had had both his thighs broken by bullets and
was in a very pitiful condition. When we came up to him we stopped, for we could see that he was still alive. So
I greeted him and asked him about the Sultan. Pointing to a body lying in front of him, he said to me:
“I was with this man, my brother, over there at the foot of the wall when we suddenly heard that the Sultan
had been hit. We rushed over here, and when we got here we were struck by bullets. I was hit in my thighs and
my brother was killed.” He added that, if among the bodies we found one with blue trousers and a white gown,
that would be the body of the Sultan.
This is the story of how Sultan Attahiru was killed at Burmi and of how his death was confirmed. God is
great, may God rest his soul in peace, amen, amen.
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Then we left for Nafada. At Nafada we assembled more soldiers and set out for Fika. This was because on an
earlier occasion, when we had camped at Ashaka, we had sent one Mama Barna to the Emir of Fika,
Sule,\fn{Twenty-third Emir of Fika (1865-1902)} asking him to send us some food; but he had refused and had driven
away our messenger. This Mama Barna was the man the French had appointed chief of Damagaram. He had then
declared that there could never be peace between him and us. It was because of this incident that, immediately
after the battle of Burmi, we set out for Damagaram.
When we crossed the river at Nafada and reached Ngalda, we met two of the Emir’s sons, Mama Kura and Mama
Gana. They stopped us and said they wanted to talk to our leader. So I took them to Captain Mundy. Mama Kura,
then known as Mai Disa, later became the Emir of Fika.\fn{Thirty-fourth Emir of Fika (1902-1922)} He was the father of
the present emir. He now explained that his father had been foolish in his behavior and that neither they nor the
elders of the town had any wish to fight. That was why they had come to submit to the white man. Captain Mundy
told them to lead us to their town.
When we reached the gate of Fika, the captain told the two princes to go and summon the Emir. They went off
to the palace but soon returned, saying we should be patient while they tried to persuade the Emir to come out,
because they were truly anxious to avoid any fighting. So our party withdrew to a slight rise to the southeast of
the town and there made camp.
But when about four o’clock in the afternoon the Emir had still not appeared, Captain Mundy told me to go and
call the two princes back. When they arrived, he took half of the soldiers in his company and entered the town
together with Mai Disa, the eldest son of the Emir. We reached the palace gate and Captain Mundy ordered me to go
in and summon the Emir.
As I went in, the Emir was just coming out, so I told him the white man was waiting for him outside at the palace
entrance. When we got to Captain Mundy he told the Emir that he must accompany us back to our camp. The Emir
started to turn back into his compound, but Captain Mundy ordered us to stop him. So we seized him. When we had
gone part of the way toward our camp, the Emir suddenly threw himself to the ground and called on his people to
shoot us. But his two sons, Mama Gana and Mama Kura, were close beside us and so nobody dared to shoot their
arrows. We released the Emir anyway and returned to camp.
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The Emir’s eldest son, Mama Kura, again begged us to remain patient, promising that he would try his best to bring
the Emir to us. First of all, however, he wanted to bring Tunja Mama and Mallam Alhaji to me so that I could talk to
them and persuade them to help him in bringing the Emir out to our camp. These men were the leading elders of the
town and also had no wish to fight.
So he went and brought them back to the camp, and I spoke to them and told them they should do their utmost to
bring the Emir back with them so that he might make a treaty with the Europeans. I told them to ask the Emir whether he
had heard about how the Emir of Gombe, Umaru, had made a treaty with the Europeans and how everything was now
quiet and peaceful in his district. But if he decided on war, how could he think he would win when the Sultan himself
had failed? I told them to go and fetch the Emir.
So they went and brought the Emir to our camp. Now twenty-five soldiers had already been detailed off. They
immediately placed him under escort and took him away to Gujba. Then we appointed his son Mama Kura, also known
as Disa, to be Emir of Fika. He was the father of the present emir. All these events happened in 1902-03. When
this expedition was over, we returned to Monguno with Captain Mundy.
11
It was in 1903 that Shehu Garbai moved his capital from Monguno back to Kukawa. In this year, too, Mr.
Hewby went on leave to England and Mr. Howard moved the Residency from Monguno to Magumeri. Six months
later, when Mr. Hewby returned from leave, Mr. Howard was transferred to Bauchi as Resident. He died there
shortly afterwards.
In 1904 Governor Lugard visited Bornu. From Bauchi he passed through Nafada to Magumeri and thence to
Mafoni to inspect the company of soldiers there. From Mafoni he toured Misau and Kukawa. It was on this
occasion that he confirmed Garbai’s appointment as Shehu, giving him a staff of office, a sword, a royal umbrella,
and a bed.\fn{Lugard describes the installation thus: “Escorted by the Shehu and some 300 horsemen we reached Kuka on November

27th. I was very favourably impressed by the King, who is a remarkably intelligent man, with a frank and open manner and the bearing of a
well-bred gentleman. | According to my custom, I fully explained his Letter of Appointment and the conditions of British rule, and I
discussed with him in the presence of his principal chiefs the questions of slavery, taxation, etc. He was fully satis fied to accept the
prohibition against slave-dealing, while as regards the system of taxation he begged that the ancient capitation tax should remain. He
expressed a fear lest the district headmen should become too powerful—showing in this his grasp of the subject, for it is indeed the vital
point. He also desired that these headmen should reside at the capital, where of course they would become mere satellites of his Court, and
could not be held responsible for the maintenance of order or the collection of taxes in their districts. | The object of the suggestion was, in
fact, to neutralise their power and influence. I could not concur in this proposal, but I desired that they should have houses at the capital,
where they could reside for short periods at the King’s summons. | Before leaving I presented the chief with his staff of office and the
installation present I had brought with me. Many thousands assembled in the great open space before the King’s residence, and a crier re peated my words to them. The Shehu took the Oath of Allegiance, and, himself holding the Qur’an, said before the assembled crowds that
he understood that there was nothing in the oath which would interfere with his religion, and for the rest he accepted all the conditions
and the policy I had described to him .}

While he was on tour in Kukawa, an army officer called Major Cubitt and a troop of cavalry followed the river
Yo all the way from Kano to come and meet Lugard there. Lugard now rode to Gaidam by way of Yo. It was then
that the settlement at Gaidam Ballara was moved to Damageri. From Gaidam the governor set out for Kano. On
this tour of Bornu the governor was accompanied by his younger brother, Major Lugard.
It was during this year also that the Residency was moved from Magumeri to Kukawa, where Mr. Hewby
selected a site for his headquarters at Gonge, some two miles to the east of Kukawa. This was also the year when a
tax was imposed on the export of potash along the shores of Lake Chad. Every cone had to have an official seal
stamped on it The tax was set at 116 cowrie shells for every cone of potash exported.
During the same year Mr. Hewby sent for the chief of Biu, Mai Garga, grandfather of the present emir of Biu,
and ordered him to come to Magumeri. On receiving this summons the chief fled from Biu to Pelamulta, for he was
frightened by being sent for like this by the Europeans. Then I sent a man named Mallam Mustafa to accompany
the messenger. He had once spent some time with the chief of Biu. These two went to Biu and explained things to
the chief, so he agreed to accompany them to Magumeri, where he was given a staff of office.
At one time the people of Biu believed that if their chief ever left his land for another district he would never
return alive but would die there.\fn{A common belief among many of the non-Muslim peoples of Northern Nigeria; indeed, although
the chiefs of Biu claim a long-standing Moslem ancestry, few of the common people in the area would have been Moslem at this early
period} But now the chief had visited Magumeri and had come back to Biu safe and sound. As soon as he reached

his land, the chief refused to stop in his new capital of Pelamulta but instead passed straight through to the old
settlement where his father had lived. This place is the site of the modern town of Biu.
It was during the same year that the Tubu attacked Kaigama Kakami between Gashagar and Yo. They inflicted
heavy casualties on him, killing about fifty-three of his horses and a large number of his men.
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In the same year Bornu was divided into districts for the first time, under district headmen. These were called
ajiyas and each one was given a staff of office according to his grade. There were first, second, third and fourth
class district heads, just like our emirs and chiefs are graded today. Village headmen were also appointed. They
were called lawans and were placed in the fifth grade.
*
About this time a European by the name of Boyd Alexander came to Bornu, together with his servant, one Mr.
Lopez. Their intention was to trek from Bornu across to Khartoum. While they were in the Margi country, Boyd
Alexander ordered the district head, Kacalla Mammadu Kaku, to be laid down and whipped for being slow in
having food sent along for his carriers.\fn{ There is in his unpublished diary of 1909 the following entry: “September 15. Early
this morning the Kachella, Bukar Karga, who is now posted at Chibuk, rode into the town and saluted me. He is the same man I caused to
be flogged at Maifoni in 1904. As we met the remembrance of this seemed to flash through both our minds, but the next moment it had
gone and we were shaking hands” } Kacalla reported this incident to the Resident of Bornu Province, Mr. Hewby, who

summoned Boyd Alexander before him and sentenced him in his provincial court. This affair made the people of
Bornu begin to realize the Europeans’ sense of justice and fair play; they saw that their law was impartial since it
favored nobody.
This Boyd Alexander succeeded in crossing Lake Chad and got just beyond Wadai in French territory. In Wadai
there is a small tribe known as the Masalit. These people attacked Boyd Alexander and killed him. Lopez, however,
escaped and made his way back to Maiduguri. Mr. Hewby gave him a letter to the French officials at Fort Lamy.
They sent out a search party to the place where Boyd Alexander had been killed, and they gathered up his bones
and brought them back to bury him here. Today his grave can be seen in Maiduguri.
There was also another European who had visited Bornu as a companion to Dr. Barth, more than a hundred years
ago now. He too had died in Bornu, in a town called Maduwan, in Kanembu district on the shore of Lake Chad. His
name was Mr. Overweg.
Mr. Hewby ordered me to find out exactly where Overweg had been buried. I came across an old woman, about
eighty years old, who showed me his grave. I reported this to Mr. Hewby, and he came to see for himself. We dug
up the ground and found his bones. We collected them and brought them back to Maiduguri, where we reburied
him. Today Overweg's grave can also be seen in Maiduguri.
It was the same in the case of Mr. Burdett, the first district officer to come to Bornu along with Mr. Hewby
in 1902. He died at Monguno. We also dug up his remains and brought them to Maiduguri for reburial. Today
his grave, too, is in Maiduguri.
*
Between 1902 and 1906 Tubu from the north continued to harass Bornu Province with their raiding, carrying
away cattle and camels. These incursions took place mostly to the north and west of Kukawa. Because of this,
Kacalla Kakami, who was stationed at Yo on the frontier, was given twenty-five mounted infantry to help him
guard the area against such raids.
It was at this time that a remarkable and very amusing incident occurred. A certain Tubu man, called Hindimi,
was being pursued by Kacalla’s men over the border. Just as he realized that he had no hope of escaping from
them he spotted an anteater’s hole. Dropping from his horse he crept into this hole. Along came Kacalla Kakami.
He stopped by the hole and ordered his men to start digging. They dug and they dug and they dug until they were
exhausted, but they could not find the man. Later he was reported to be alive, having somehow got out of the hole,
albeit with a sorely abraded back.
By 1907 it was realized that Kukawa was not a suitable town for the capital of Bornu because of a continual
water shortage and also because it lay too far to one side of the province. So Mr. Hewby consulted the Shehu, and
they decided it would be best to abandon Kukawa and move the capital to Maiduguri, which was almost in the
middle of Bornu. Furthermore, there was excellent land for farming nearby, and the town was already a wellestablished commercial center, through which the main caravan route passed from west to east. There was also an
ample water supply there. These were the reasons why the capital was moved from Kukawa and transferred to
Maiduguri in 1907.
Mr. Hewby now built a Residency in Mafoni, about two miles away from the new capital of Maiduguri. When
the Shehu set up his palace at a place called Kaiwa, quite close to Maiduguri, Mr. Hewby suggested that he should
call the whole area Maiduguri, since this was already the name of a town widely known outside. The Shehu replied
that he intended to call his part of the town Yerwa.\fn{ Said to be a corruption of an Arabic expression signifying great
happiness} That was how the twin names Maiduguri and Yerwa, used today, came into being.
12
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In 1906 the pagans of Chibuk still enjoyed a widespread reputation for their daring highway robberies on the
route from Bornu to Adamawa. They used to kill merchants and plunder their goods. One day about this time they
killed a government clerk, a native of Sierra Leone called Mr. Cook,\fn{During the early years of the British administration,
many of the clerks in the northern service were sierra Leoneans. Some of these married, and right up to after World War II their progeny were
to be found as factors for the large expatriate trading companies in the North } who was being transferred from Maiduguri to Yola.

It was now realized that their wicked behavior had gone too far, so a strong military patrol was sent out against them,
consisting of mounted infantry as well as ordinary troops.
Nevertheless, it took almost three months to subdue the people of Chibuk. This was because there was a large
hill there, and prior to this expedition most of the people lived on the hilltop. This hill, moreover, had vast caves
inside it. The people always kept an abundant supply of fresh water and plenty of food inside the caves.
Now when the fighting reached its fiercest, the chief of Chibuk, Yahi Ganama, led his people into these caves. The
European officers placed soldiers to guard the entrance to the main cave, but the Chibuk warriors would creep out at
night and shoot their arrows at the soldiers.
One day I went to the mouth of the cave with Mr. Hewby. On this occasion I had a very lucky escape. Mr. Hewby
had told me to call inside to Yahi Ganama that he should come out by this exit so that they might discuss terms to end
the fighting. I stooped down by the mouth of the cave and called out to Yahi Ganama. He said he was listening. I was
just about to shout Mr. Hewby’s message to him when somebody shot an arrow at me. I was indeed fortunate that it
just missed me.
We besieged the Chibuk people in their cave until their food was exhausted. Then they came out and surrendered.
This was the end of the expedition.\fn{ The official report reads as follows: “This was a punitive expedition carried out against the
small Chibbuk tribe of savages—akin to the Marghis and Kilbas,—and has stood out prominently this year, as our troops met the most
determined lot of fighters in the strongest position in the Protectorate. Works of bygone writers show that they have defied Bornu armies
for generations. For the past four years they have been left alone, as breaking them, without occupation following, would have done harm
rather than good. Year after year these people have been the chief marauders on the Yola-Bornu road, and their stronghold, some 20 miles
west of the road, has been a refuge for other truculent pagans who have from time to time been punished by the Government. The
increase of the Bornu Political Staff towards the end of the year rendered occupation of the Marghi Districts feasible, and at the end of
November the Chibbuk rocks were attacked by a small force of 170 men under Lieutenants Chapman and Chaytor. | The assault was
continued for 11 days, and every occasion on which the troops attacked they suffered some losses. At the end of this time the hills were
considered taken, our casualties being two officers slightly wounded, 10 rank and file killed, and 40 wounded; this was the end of the first
phase of the operations. The bulk of the people had dispersed over the country, but many of them held their extraordinary network of
impenetrable tunnels in the north-western part of the hills, and refused all submission. Before, during, and after these operations every effort
was made to induce the Chibbuks to come in, but without success. | The second phase of the operations began when Lieutenant Wolseley
proceeded in mid-December with 80 men to systematically picket the hill. This officer is the only one, so far, who personally knows the
wonderful internal formation of this hill. Lieutenant Wolseley, in an attempt to clear the tunnels, had one man killed and 12 wounded, and
decided then that further attacks were futile and much too costly. By the most careful picketing and through the chance discovery of the
natural water supply, deep down in the center of the hill, this officer, now late in February, cleared the last man off the rocks. | The
hillsmen had unlimited food and sufficient water to last probably until the rains, and if, as with more combination might have happened,
from 500 to 1,000 of these pagans had held to the tunnels and taken no risks, no force could have removed them. In most cases the arrows
were shot at a range of from 5 to 20 yards through rocky apertures, from unseen foes, in passages to which daylight did not penetrate.
After three months’ operations this unique robbers' den was broken up and the tribe dispersed all over the country, mostly southward.”
The following extract is from the Resident’s report: “Twice again before the Political Officer and the troops arrived at Chibbuk, the
headmen were called upon to come in and submit, but no answer was returned, and the result was a series of the most stubborn fighting for
11 days, in which our troops met with such determined resistance as has seldom, if ever, been seen in the Protectorate; and I venture to state
my deliberate opinion that no military operations have taken place during the last seven years in which the troops engaged had such
genuine fighting to do under conditions extraordinarily difficult and nerve trying.” }

290.175 The Story Of Our People II\fn{by Iyese Nwabaha (c.1875-after 1975)} Onicha-Olona, Delta State, Nigeria
(M) 2
Our people came from Bini or Idu as a result of the conflict between the Oba of that time and Chima, who was
the leader of the group which eventually settled in our town.
The cause of the conflict centred around the destruction done to the crops of Chima and his people by Oba’s
servants. As a result of this squabble, the Oba invited the Akure people, who at that time had learnt to use guns, to
help him.
When Chima and his people heard of the plan to exterminate them, they escaped from the Oba’s kingdom towards the area we now occupy.
My father told me that before the migration, Chima and his people were energetic farmers and that he married a
relation of the Oba, hence, the words Eze and Chima. These two words later became Ezechima.
*
Their flight brought them first to Amiyemi, very close to Ochicha-Uqbo. It was here that the first daughter of
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Chima, called Obior, joined a small settled community and married one man there.
Chima had other children, namely Onicha and Oligbo.
At Amiyemi, Chima’s servants provided shelter for the children. Amuhu, a slave, was sent to be on the watch
out for their security and report the sign of any soldiers to them. Chima’s children reproted to their father that
Amuhu would betray them one day, as he was a slave and they had constantly insulted him.
When they settled at Amiyemi, some of then farmed on the present site of Onicha-Ugbo.
After some time the group heard the sound of guns, showing tht the Oba’s soldiers were coming. (The sound of
the shots is still remembered today during our New Year’s festival.) The fear of the shots caused further migration.
*
When they came to the present Anuaho of Onicha-Ugbo, some people resolved to hide in their farms. Chima
and the rest movved to the present site of Onicha-Ukwu. They said,
“Let us cut an ikwu.” This means “a place of rest.”
It was at Onicha-Ukwu that the roup settled for a longer time. They built huts here and it was here that other
people who later gave birth to Obamkpa, Onicha-Olona, Ezi, Illah and Onitsha water side moved out.
*
One day Anagba, the native doctor or medicine man piloting the group, resolved to go and collect ropes for
building a hut with his wife, who was pregnant. On the site of the present Obamkpa, the woman went into labour
and delivered a male child. This child was called Obamkpa. This was how the town of Obamkpa has come to stay.
The same thing happened to the group who later moved to Ezi. Ifite was pregnant, and when they got to the
present site of Ezi she had a child and this child was called Ezi-uzor.
Te group that eventually settled at Onicha-Olona met a small settled community. They fought and killed some
and finally settled there. Some still moved up to Illab and crossed the Niger. This group resolved at night to kill
the group they met. There was fight and they drove away the group. At last there was peace, and some of the settled group at Onicha over the Niger returned to meet some of the settled communities at Onicha-Ukwu, IsseleUkwu, Onicha-Olona, Onicha-Ugbo, etc.
The group that settled in the farm at Abuano Onicha-Ugbo later grew in population. From Abuano the farmers
scattered to form the five villages of Onicha-Olona, namely Ogbe-Obi, Ishekpe, Umolo, Ogbekenu and Agba.
All thse were descendants of Chima.
*
Before the famous Ekwumekwu War, there was a conflict between the Issele-Ukwu people and our people.
This war was caused by the insult we received from the Issele-Ukwu people. From the time of our settlement,
the Oligbo people have always regarded us as inferior, to them. One day, Obi Egbune, the son of Chidi, sent
Menudo to call our Obi Ubido, which means a weak ruler.
This caused war.
Our people were the first to kill one Kaka of Issele-liabo. The Issele-Oliabo people reorganised under the command of Die Akasi Mkpakwu. It was a bloody conflict between the Issele-Ukwu people and our people. Later
they invited the white man who combined with them to fight us.
There was another war between the Ugboko peoole and our people. This war was caused when the Ugboko
people stole Iyase’s yams.
We attacked them and killed seven cows at Ugboko, but our Obi was satisfied. Later our people killed one man
called Onyewamenye of Ugboko. After the death of this nan, there was peace.
One women called Obobo was given to the Ugboko people in repayment of the death they suffered on our part.
*
We have a hereditary Obi from the time of our settlement and a group of title holders called Onotu. Three
Onotu have assisted and still assist the Obi in ruling our town.
These titles are hereditary to certain villages: e.g., Iyese belongs to Ogbekenu (Idumu-Uubulu); Odogwu belongs to
Ishekpe; Isama belongs to Ogbe-Obi; Za belongs to Urnuolo.
The Agbah Village have their own Iyese but they are under the control of Ogbekenu.
*
We have some alusis.\fn{Shrines} These formed our relieious centres.
Each shrine has its own oriest. The impact of the European penetration into our society has not altered this religious belief. Such shrines like Onichakodi, Nneama, Nkpitime and Ani have been and still are our protector. Each has its own
pricest who receives homage from neighbouring towns and villages.
*
Our relations with the neighbouring villages and towns centered more on trade, marriage, and the worship of certain
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gods. We had an active trade with people at Ebu and Illa side. This market was called Odokikpa.
There was another market on the Ugboko-Ishan road called Abumede. There were also trade links with the Umunede people.
The central market here was Ahomede. The Akpu and Ishan people attended this market.
Trade at this time was by barter and the standard coin was cowries. Articles of trade included palm oil and ker nel, which we used in exchange for fish, salt and European goods.
Our people have been strong farmers right from the start. They also took interest in weaving, basketery, dyeing
and preparing native cloth. Certain roots and leaves are used as our paints or colours.
*
Slavery and the slave trade started gradually when some chiefs sought people to serve them.
Disobedient people and those who could not pay their debts at that time were sold to rich and brave men who
could control and maintain them.
The demand by the Portuguese for slaves led to the capture and sale of some people into slavery. There had
never been a population of slaves in our society. What we know was that after some time, some people would be
declared missing.
Those who were left with kings and some important chiefs were used for domestic purposes, namely, farming,
keeping the compound clean, soldiers, and others were used for sacrifices to our gods.
*
With our local weapons like uta, akpede, alele, and with our medicine-men we were able to force Oligbo to her
knees. We became recognised as being very important in this area. It led to the manufacture and preservation of
some of our war weapons as mentioned above.
Not only that, some defensive societies like Otu Anikamadu, Uchichi-Agbaka and the famous Ekwumekwu
were formed and our town participated in the membership of these groups.
These developments led Oligbo to issue an invitation to the Europeans, who destroyed Ekwumekwu which
they held was an anti-social group.
In addition to all these, peace reigned supreme in our town as a result of our bravery and we became people to
be feared.
This act of warfare raised the status of the Onotu, who were, and still are, field marshalls and military commanders of the local type. Ill-feelings between our people and the Oligbo and the Ugboko did not die down until
the advent of the Europeans.
290.176 The Story Of Our People III\fn{by Chief Uzoka (c.1875-1975)} Ishekpe Village, Delta Province, Nigeria
(M) 2½
We are the children of Ezechima, who moved from Nri to Bini or Idu in the days when our present towns and
villages were nothing but thick bush.
This Chima was a native doctor. He was so experienced in this field that he gained the recognition of the then
Oba of Idu. He even became one of those people who served as the Oba’s eyes. He was so good that he married
one of the last Oba’s daughters. The Oba’s dauqhter he married could have been Oba, but because she was a
woman, she was deprived of this opportunity.
*
Esigie, who became Oba, was the third son of the Oba, but of a different mother.
Esigie’s mother was a witch.
The other woman, who was the mother of the girl that Chima married, had another son who was a giant. This
giant was born first before Esigie, but because his mother was a witch, they could not report to the Oba in time of
the giant’s birth. This was how Esigie eventually became the Oba, to the annoyance of Chima’s wife and the giant.
People speculated at that time that Chima’s wife could have been the Oba since women were allowed to become Obas in those days. But on the day she was to be crowned she saw her periodic flow of blood. It was the
custom that nobody under such a condition could touch the Oba’s robe.
Since then, Chima’s wife retired to marry Chima, while Esigie became the Oba. The wife of Chima has some
children, namely Ukpali, Oniche and Oligbo, the most junior.
*
As it is natural, Chima’s wife and the giant teamed up and became one, but Esigie was not happy about it. He
wanted to do away with them because he was not the rightful Oba. Since then, Esigie had been looking for a
chance to clash with Chima’s wife and the brother, and if possible, to expel Chima who served as their shelter. At
this time, Chima had become a rich farmer and the Oba made him the Chief of one vill age. Esigie could not find a
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good reason.
One day, the Oba sent his servants to destroy Chima’s farm. This was the day sacrifices were offered to the
God—Chi—for the harvest of the new yams. Chima’s servants grw annoyed and flogged the Oba’s servants.
The Oba was happy that he had got a chance to drive Chima away. This was the cause of Chima’s flight from
Idu or Bini.
*
Chima's children moved out of Bini with the ufie, or staff of office—and, the Oba, if possible, wanted to kill
Chima and his family.
This flight took them some years and months because there were no roads. Their first place of settlement was
near the present Umunede. They were not long here when they heard of the advance of the Oba’s soldiers. So they
ran away and settled at Amiyemi near the site of our present Oraeze Grammar School.
When they settled at Amiyemi, they had their farm at the present site of Onicha-Ugbo. Our Abuano was the
centre of their farm.
*
Later, news came to Ezechima that the Oba had discoved where they were and was sending his soldiers. In
view of this, Ezechima asked Ohaeze to move out with the ufe in the company of some men and women.
Ezechima and the elder Onicha hid themselves in the bush.
When the Oba’s soldiers came, they could not find Ezechima and his people, so they returned. Those who hid
in the bush came out and settled in the farm they made while they were at Amiyemi. This was how Onicha-Ugbo
has come to stay and got that name—Onicha-Ugbo.
That is Onich that lived in the farm. From this settlement, such villages like Ogbe-Obi, Ishekpe, Umolo and a
section of Agba grew. These villages are the pupu-mpu of Onicha-Ugbo, or the direct offsprings of Ezechma.
*
Ukpali, one of the daughters of Ezechima, or whom we might say was the first daughter, had no child in time.
Laterr she fell in love with one stranger, from where we cannot tell. She was advised by her father not to do away
with this stranger.
As time went on, Ukpali became pregnant and later had a son. This son was called Obiamam. This is what we
call Obior today.
Those who moved out with Ohaeze were accompanied by the giant who was the brother of Chima’s wife.
Their journey brought them to the present site of Onicha-Ukwu. The group said
“Ka anyi be Ikwu.”
This means let us cut a place of rest here.
As they settled here, some resolved not to move out again and they began to build huts and a village system
grew up. The giant thought that the Oba’s soldiers might one day come, so he advised the people to dig ditches
round their place of settlement. This was how a valley was dug round Onicha-Ukwu.
*
Later some people under the leadership of Anagba, the native doctor, moved out of Onicha-Ukwu. When they
came to the present site of Obamkpa, Anagba’s wife gave birth to a child. So they settled to nurse this child. This
was how Obamkpa has came to stay.
Yet others moved forward till they came yo the present site of Ochicha-Olona. They met a settlement already
at Olona but it was very smell. They first remained under one olomina tree. They fought and drove this people
away and settled there.
Somc still moved out from Obamkpa under the. leadership of Ohaeze. When they got to the present site of Ezi,
Ifite gave birth to a child. This son was called Ezi-Uzor. This is how Ezi grew up.
*
This migration continued like this. As they moved, they were carrying the ufe until they crossed over the Niger.
After the death of Chima, the children of Chima went to Ohaeze to recover the ufe, but Ohaeze could not give out
the ufe.
As I have said earlier on, the direct children of Chima were those who formed Ogbe-Obi, Ishekpe, Umolo, and
a section of Agba. The quarters which made up Ogbekenu migrated from various places, namely Idumu-Ubulu,
[who] migrated to Ogbekenu from Ibulu; Idumu-Osu, [who] migrated to Ogbekenu from Uke; [and] Idumu-Onu,
[who] came from Ukwu-Nzu and settled there. Ikoko came from Yorubaland and settled also there, while Ushi
came from Idu and settled there.
The Agba village is made up of two Agbas, namely the Agba of Namakiri, who migrated from Onicha-Olona.
There is also the Agba Kikinki, who was one of the sons of Ezechina.
*
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A section of Ishekpe Village migrated and settled along with them.
This was the Oshomi, the ancestor of Idum-Oshomi. They emigrated from Igbo-Uzo (Ibusa).
Ali0 was the father of a woman who was married to an Ogwashi-Ukwu man.
This Ogwashi-Ukwu man was the father of Onyeugba, who begat the sons and daughters of the present elements now squatting on a part of Idumu-Alio land at Ishekpe.
*
Warfare was not very constant with some of our neighbours except with the people of Issele-Ukwu. The cause
of this war was their constant assertion of superiority and their continued ambition to dominate our people. Our
people had never accepted the leadership of Issele-Oligbo.
One day the Obi of Issele sent a messenge to our king calling him a person of low rank.
This constant insult from the Obi of Issele had occassioned periodic wars between the two towns. These were
many and various, with loss of lives. This last was when one Nkenchor of Onicha-Ugbo killed Die of IsseleUkwu.
*
Certain groups form a sort of link, both at the village and town levels. These are the Ikolo or Ndichie, the Ikpalo and the Onotu. Membership of these groups are open to all the members of the town. They functioned as social units as well as being the groups who fought to preserve the good name of the town,
The Onotu in particular acted as commanders when any war broke out. We may call them military commanders, The Onotu include such titleholders like Odogwu, Isama, Oza and Iyase.
These are the hereditary titles to certain villages, e.g. Iyase: Ogbekenu; Oza: Umolo; Isama: Ogbe-Obi; Ogdowu: Ishekpe
The Onotu were never in charge of the political system in the town but were merely war leaders. Hence during
the Ogbanigbe ceremony, they visited the Obi to tell him all the acts of bravery they had performed throughout
the year.
The administration of the town was, and still is, the responsibility of the Obi, the Onihe (whose greeting is
Ogene), and the nine Nipalo, most of whom represent each village.
*
The economy of our people before 1900 was mainly agricultural. Food crops like yam, pepper, and beans were
produced; native soap, native pomade, loincloths; and cloth that was dyed and woven by hand. Other crafts in cluded basket and rope making.
Shifting cultivation had been and still is the method adopted for acriculture. Such crops like yam and maize are
natives of our area, while cassava was imported from where we know not.
The act of blcksmithing was of great antiquity and seems to have followed our people as they moved out of
Bini. When they settled, they were able to prepare war implements like swords.
Iron goods were imported. One type of iron called nga was used, and brought to our people by the Portuguese.
*
Trade was at first by barter and the only coins used were cowries.
Our people traded with the people of Okpanam and Agbor. Our women walked to Okpanam to exchrge their
goods with them, and on Eke day Agbor people came with their brand of goods.
The Europeans brought in coined money, and concentration of trade in one town and on a particular day, as our
market is [in] Eke.
Pot making and fishing have never been common with our people because we have no nearby river. Our imports came from the Europeans or Portuguese, who came to us from Bini, and some from Onicha on the river
Niger. Such goods like tobacco, guns and gun powder, and clothes came out [later], not during the period of the
origin of our people.
*
Those who could not pay their debts or have money to marry went to serve rich people.
This was how the word slave started. Later most the disobedient ones were sold to other towns.
The demand by the Europeans led to civil wars as a means of getting slaves in our towns but then, such wars
were foreign to our town. What we know was that some times people would be missing from our group but the
Onotu never allowed our people to mention anything about this.
The population of these slaves was very meagre and not even noticed by anybody. Those called slaves were
used mostly for domestic purposes such as farm work for kings and chiefs, and to serve as soldiers.
Some were used to offer [as] sacrifices to the gods of the land.
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45.107 Excerpts from Baba Of Karo: 1. “Why Don’t You Marry My Husband?” 2. “Girls’ Trading
Expeditions” 3. “Bond-Friends and Marriage” 4. “A Girl’s Friends”\fn{by Baba of Karo (1877-1957)} Kingdom
of Kano, Northern Region, Nigeria (F) 3
1
… When\fn{A note reads: Baba of Karo, a Hausa woman from Northern Nigeria, was about 70 years old when she told the story of her
life to Mary Smith, a social anthropologist. Mrs. Smith translated and arranged this remarkable record for publication. This extract
illustrates excellently Baba’s humanity and love of life, and her highly civilized attitudes to marriage and children. Love and friendship are
so strong that personal possessiveness must give way to an open-hearted sharing of fortune. Baba is content that her friend Adama, a
widow and pregnant, should marry her own husband so that she might share their home. And so Adama’s children become as much Baba’s
as their mother’s in this kindly and affectionate group .} we had lived together, Hasan and I, for about seven years,

Danfangi, the chief of Giwa town, died, leaving his wife Adama pregnant. She and I put our heads together—she
used to visit our compound—and I said, “Won’t you marry my Malam? We can have a son and live happily
together.”
Four months after she had had her child we started to seek her in marriage. An old man was also courting her,
but she was young and did not want him, so Malam Hasan repaid him his gifts. I said to Malam:
“Look at Adama, she wants to marry you.” Malam said
“Oh, you! She doesn’t want me. Look at her mother, she doesn’t agree.”
Then I took Malam’s gifts to Adama, she and I used to discuss our affairs together; she used to come to our
compound and we would have a talk, I would go to their hamlet and gossip to her. After five months, on the day
she finished her ablutions, Malam gave Malam Akilu his friend thirty shillings to take to her, so that her family
should divide it.
Her mother forbade the marriage, she said she would not agree. The daughter said she did agree. That was that,
they accepted our gift. The child’s father’s kin—Danfangi’s younger brother—bothered her and bothered her, they
said they would not agree to her joining Malam Hasan till the following year. So then she picked up her things
and absconded to the village where the younger brother of Danfangi lived, and she coaxed him and argued with
him until he agreed to the marriage. Her mother just wanted money to be given to her so that she could spend it.
The Day of Coming Together was a Friday, we were all ready, then at dawn Fagaci sent Malam Hasan to
Birnin Gwari. He was needed suddenly on official business. In those days we had no bicycles, he went on foot.
Adama came but her bridegroom wasn’t there. We had a great feast, there was porridge and chickens, rice and
sweetmeats from all the kin in the hamlets round about. At night we took the jere food to the bride’s compound
and everybody ate it. At night, too, we filled up the compound with visitors, and then the bride was brought. The
drummers of the big and small drums, the players of stringed instruments and Fagaci’s pipe-players, they all came
to the front of our compound—but the bridegroom wasn’t at home! We spent the night enjoying ourselves, the
bori\fn{Dancers.} came, Giwa, Dangaladiman Busa’s mother, was possessed. The menfolk were throwing away
their money, the womenfolk were throwing away their money, but the bridegroom wasn’t there.
When he had been four days in Birnin Gwari he returned. We had set out her dowry in rows in the bride’s hut,
like the ridges on a farm. The bride with her baby on her back. Her kinsfolk all crowded to the wedding, my
kinsfolk from Zarewa came too. We swept the house clean.
I took Adama’s child Audi, I carried him on my back. Until she weaned him she only lived with us, we were
her guardians. Then when she had weaned Audi she had her first daughter by Malam, they gave her to me and I
carried her about on my back—Hawwa, she is married to Sarkin Yelwa’s son now. Hawwa became my daughter. I
carried her about on my back, I washed her, I carried her and I washed her and Allah preserved her. Later there
was some dispute about her, our husband said he would not agree to her being taken away, she must remain with
me. He knew I loved her, he did not want my heart to be broken. Just before he died he called us and he said to
Adama:
“I shall not get up again. Do not cause her sorrow on account of that daughter; Baba is to keep her.”
I loved Hawwa, my husband gave her to me in that way.
When she had been suckled for two years I took her and she lived in my hut. She always ran away from her
mother and came to me. I washed her, and put her antimony on her eyes, I bought her cloths with my own money,
I bathed her and brought her up. If her mother came for her she would say 'Hide me, Baba, hide me, Baba, I'll
swear at her!' Adama would come to the door of my hut and say' Where is that daughter there?' I would say' Oh,
she isn't here '. Hawwa was hiding behind me like this. She would start cursing her mother, 'Your mother! Your
father!' Adama would say 'Ap. You're even hiding her while she abuses me! ' We were joking.
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2
The thing I remember best before I was married was our girls’ trading expeditions. We took our money and our
big calabashes, we went to Doka and bought yams, we went to Fillata and got groundnuts, we went and bought
sweet potatoes from our hamlet, Karo, and from Dankusuba, Sundu, Wawaye, Guga … When we had been to a lot
of different villages and bought things, we came home and cooked them. When they were ready we took them to
market.
This had nothing to do with our parents, we went and sold our goods and put by\fn{ Saved.} our money. In the
dry season we traded like this. When we had been to market in the morning with our mothers’ cakes, eight or ten
of us, we would meet our friends and come back, twenty of us, all singing, crowds of girls. Then we would put
our heads together, we would go on an expedition.
“Are you coming?”
“Yes, I’m coming.”
In the morning we got up early and we went along singing, twenty of us, thirty of us. When we arrived at a
village we would go to the market and see things for sale.
“Oh, look at that! It’s cheap, we’ll go and make a profit.”
And we bought it. One girl would buy ground nuts, I one would buy yams, one sweet potatoes—each one
bought her own produce. The little girls came along too with little loads, about three-pennyworth. We older ones
took about a shillingsworth. The country people said:
“Welcome, daughters of the village, welcome!” We said:
“M-hmm.” Then the country people would laugh:
“Ha! ha! ha!.” They never laugh softly. We weren’t exactly village children, we used to live in the town. They
were country bumpkins, they hadn’t got much sense, they weren’t used to seeing a lot of people.
When we got back home we would cook the food we had bought, and next day we sold it in the market. The
third day we returned to the hamlets. We were traders all right!
3
We Bare-Bare women have a special custom: if your husband gives you kola-nuts and tobacco-flowers, you
know that he desires you. You sit in your hut in the evening, eating kolanuts and rubbing the tobacco-flowers on
your teeth, and you feel good. As you finish with the tobacco-flowers you put them in a flat basket and hang it up
on your wall. You do this for seven days, you collect them. On the following Friday you send a young girl to your
kawa with the used tobacco-flowers. If your kawa’s husband has also been giving her tobacco-flowers and
kolanuts, she hangs your little basket on the wall, and for seven days she collects her used flowers. Then when the
Friday comes she puts them all together, yours and hers, and sends them back to you. Then you both know that
your marriages are going well.
After dark the kawaye will go to visit each other, they laugh and are glad because each one knows her husband
desires her. But if the husband of one of them does not give her kola nuts and tobacco-flowers, and the other one
sends her a little basket full of used flowers, then the neglected one will break up her marriage—that is, it is her
kawa who has caused the marriage to break up. One wants to be treated as well as one’s friend. This is a custom
of Bornu women.
4
I had four kawaye at Zarewa; a kawa is your special girl-friend. There was Kande, a Maguzawa girl, Zaila a
daughter of butchers, Matan Sarki who was my “sister;” Matan Sarki’s mother was married and Matan Sarki was
born in that house, then her mother broke up that marriage and came to our ward and married one of our
“fathers;” she brought Matan Sarki with her.
She was nine years old and I was nine at the time, too. When we put on our best clothes and went to market,
our mothers looked at us and saw that we were both handsome, so they said it would be nice to make us kawaye.
Since I was already living here in the town, I bought ten kolanuts and some perfume and henna and I called my
younger sister and gave them to her to take to Matan Sarki’s mother who had married our “father.” They gave her
the gift-bearer’s dues, a small share of the gift she had brought them.
The following Friday Matan Sarki sent her younger sister to bring gifts to me. There we were, then when the
Great Festival came round one friend would get out her money and buy oil and perfume and henna and kolanuts
and take them to the other, so that she could dress her hair for the Feast. Matan Sarki would send her younger
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sister, who would come to our mother’s hut. Mother would give her threepence or sixpence, her dues, and say to
me:
“Here are your things.” She was pleased.
This sort of friendship between women who are kawaye has nothing to do with men—men have their own
sorts of friends. In the morning we would go off to market together, the five of us, and when we came back we
would take each other home and all eat food together. At night we used to go dancing. When one kawa got
married, the others escorted her to her husband’s home.
This was Zaila—they used to drum to her a lot, I remember her song:
Zaila from a distant town,
Zaila from a distant town,
Whoever sees Zaila gives a thousand (cowries),
Even if it breaks a poor man,
Or he gives her five hundred.

This was my drum-rhythm:
Baba with many gwari,\fn{Pagans, slaves}
Baba with many gwari,
Everyone sees Baba with many gwari.
In your house they don’t say yay kwaliya\fn{A note reads: “Yay kwaliya, dan kwaliya, etc.—wrong genders, mistakes with implosive “d”—in general a
play on the incorrect Hausa spoken by pagan slaves}
They say dan kwaliya,
In your house they don’t say dan koko,
They say dan koko.
Baba with many gwari.

Zaila was a daughter of the Zarewa butchers, she lived in their ward. We met in the market and we exchanged
gifts. She died four years ago over at Jos. I liked Zaila, she was handsome. Matan Sarki, in our own kin, was dark
like me but she had a longer nose. Among us all there wasn't one ugly one. Kande lived near the market, when we
went to market we used to see her, the daughter of the sellers of salt. One day she said:
“Do you like me?” I said:
“Yes, I like you.” I said, “Kawa?” she said, “Kawa.” There was no more discussion, we liked one another. It
had nothing to do with our parents, Kande and I became kawaye on our own. I had been seeing her for a long
time, then the day that desire came we became kawaye.
The girls of our family did not go to a Qu’ran school, we were a farmer’s family. At that time our male relatives did not farm, the slaves did that. The boys of the family went to Qu’ran school.
In the evenings we used to play and dance and sing songs; there was one I remember about Maikano the
jakada’s\fn{The fief-holder’s agent.} grandson, he was a young man who used to steal and give the stolen goods to
the drummers and singers; when he gave them things they made songs about him.
There was a splendid drummer, and there was a song about him:
The drum drums health,
The drum drums wealth,
He takes his wife six hundred thousand cowries.
The drum drums health,
The drum drums wealth,
He takes his son six hundred thousand cowries,
The drum drums health,
The drum drums wealth.

Then we danced. Another of Mai Zaria the drummer’s songs went like this:
If I were like Mai Zaria
I would not farm,
I would not hoe,
I would not even go to market,
If I were like Mai Zaria!

His drumming was so good that everyone gave him money, they gave him gowns, and he felt good. Then the
praise-singers would sing:
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Son of the house, take out your money,
Take it out and give me some,
Take out your money and give it to me,
Indeed friends are made with laughter,
Cheeriness is what takes a man.
You aren’t like the orphan
On whom Allah turned his back,
Because you have your parents
You have gifts in your house,
You have inherited happiness.
For your mother looks at her son,
Your father looks at his son,
Indeed you’ve inherited gifts in your house.
Because your mother sees her son
Because your father sees his son
Take out your money and give it to the singers,
Because you inherited such gifts in your house.

The praise-singers are cunning—they undoubtedly are. I don’t remember all the words of their songs, those are
what I remember …
290.1 The Midwife’s Tale\fn{by an unnamed Nigerian female informant (c.1877-after c.1968)} “in a little rural village in Ifa
Ikot Okpon Etoi Clan, Uyo Province,” Nigeria (F) 2
I was born in a little rural village in Ifa Ikot Okpon Etoi Clan, Uyo Province.
I am about ninety years of age. When I was born there were no written documents but all I know I can
determine my age according to the years of farming. In my village we allow the bush to fallow for seven years
before we go back to farm. To the best of my knowledge, I have worked in a particular bush which is allowed to
fallow for seven years for thirteen times. Meaning that I have seen ninety Christmasses.
I was married at the age of ten years. In those days in my village husbands were often chosen by the parents
for their daughters. Daughters were denied freedom to choose their husbands, hence I was forced by my parents to
marry a man more advanced in age than I.
It was not the custom for a woman to marry many husbands except where the husband had died. Even then it
was not a common practice. In my case I have only one husband even though I missed him by death many years
ago. I felt it improper to serve another husband so I choose to stay and care for my children.
When my husband was alive he was a farmer. He grew such crops that were useful for local consumption. We
depended on the crops on his farms. At times he traded on petty crops and tobacco from European firms who were
then occupying Ifiayong Beach. I can recall with joy many times when my late husband returned home with some
strong drinks and tinned fish from the European firms as mark of good sales.
My husband had a mighty compound with twelve partitions and in each of these partitions a woman and her
children lived. All these women were my co-wives.
I cannot say I approve of polygamy because at times we quarrelled and exchanged words such that no rightthinking person would like to use. At times my co-wives used to be kind when we were on good speaking terms.
We shared nearly everything in common.
But when the offending Adam came, we played the Jew and Samaritans. Where you have one husband with
many wives, jealousy is the order of the day. I spent most of my life with my late husband and his wives. Here I
found life monotonous and routine.
Even though my life was so monotonous in my husband’s house, yet I found pleasure in living with my
children in my husband’s courts. This I did because of my children. I was afraid to leave them at the mercy of my
husband and his wives so I had no idea of living apart from my husband.
I enjoyed everything as I never knew how to change dresses as the modern women do. What every housewife
needed in our days from the husband were lands to farm. Immediately that was done the wife had nothing to
complain of. I was so much occupied in farm work that I hardly had time to see about other things. I, like my
husband, took to trading on sundry farm articles as my hobby.
I have seven children—four daughters and three sons. My first son so well lived and became a village head
after his father. I have twenty grandchildren. The young grandchildren of mine often visit me for food.
My happiest time I can remember was when I was confined to the fattening room. Here I was compelled to eat.
I was not allowed to walk about or to work in the farm. This was the time when my husband was made to bring to
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my mother for my well-keeping all her needs. He raised no objection in giving out money to buy anything I
required from him.
The unhappiest time in my life was the time my son was taken by death.
The most interesting or important thing I can well remember was when my first son was installed a village
head after his father. I say this because it was always unusual to allow a young man to become a village head.
Often the oldest person from any family would be allowed to rule after the death of any village head, but this was
not the case with my first son. During the installation, many pieces of advice were given to him in my presence.
Traditional rites and customary rites were bestowed on him.
For a man to have many wives then was not a bad thing because often more than thirty pieces of land would be
cultivated for one man. And if he were to have one wife, most of the work would be left undone.
Sometimes there would be scrambling and fighting over the ownership of the pieces of land to be farmed. If a
man married one wife he would get a few children and would not be able to cope with the multiple amount of work.
In our days, a man's riches were determined by the number of wives he married.
Of course I must not also forget about the countless disadvantages brought to the family by the multiplicity of the
women. In our days, any man who limited himself to a wife was regarded as a poor and wretched man and his
children would not enjoy the fellowship of brethren. There were inter-family wars, for instance, if a man had one
wife and a few children, he would be driven away by a thickly populated family.
I am proud to say that my uncle took me as the apple of his eyes. He wouldn’t stay in this compound or two
without seeing me. He was very fond of advising me on how to marry. He gave me many presents. He shared in
every activity in my husband’s house.
I had a woman friend to whom I revealed my secrets. She was very fond of keeping secrets to herself. We
acted as husband and wife. We always moved hand in glove and my husband and hers knew about our
relationship. The villagers nicknamed us twin sisters. When I ran low in funds she would be the only person to
render help. When I am out of gear with my husband, she would be the person to restore peace. I remember one
day when I was beaten by my husband out of the house, I ran to take shelter in her place, and she gave me a dress
and food to eat.
I often sent my children to go and work for her in return for her kindness to me. My husband being very
fortunate to get more pieces of land than her husband, allowed some to her even though she was not my co-wife.
I grew to see that my mother in our days never put on gowns; instead, yards of cloth were hung over the shoulder
leaving one side of the body bare. With this she could move to anywhere.
When the husband died, she was made to stay for months without bath. She was not allowed to comb her hair.
The house where the dead person was kept was not swept. All these were done as the last honour to the late husband.
This died out in our days. My mother often told me that they were not allowed to cook for the husband during
their menstrual periods. She did not enter the husband's house where the juju was kept so that the power of the juju
might not get reduced. If a woman disobeyed the order her monthly period will flow for weeks without stopping.
*
I seem to like the movements of things now.
When a woman gave birth to a child in previous days, only leaves of banana or plantain were used as mats for
her bed. She was not allowed to take bath until after some days. Wooden basins were used for bathing. Herbs and
roots were prepared and kept in a pot and chalk collected from the streams and water was added to this. With this
new young babies were baptised every morning with the understanding that this would help them to grow fat and
heavy.
Today hospitals, clinics and maternity homes have taken the place.
Children were not allowed the freedom of seeing or listening to the strangers talk to their parents. If a child
stole or committed any crime, he or she often were sold into slavery.
Today such things can never happen.
With these and many that I do not mention, I find that life is far better than in our days. Of course the modern
children seem very proud and will not respect old people; a thing that never happened in our days.
291.32 Excerpt from Omenuko\fn{by Pita Nwana aka Nwoso Nwana (c.1881-1968)} Arondizuogu, Imo State; Nigeria
(M) 17
1\fn{The chapter divisions appear in the text before me; but I am resposible for the other internal sub-divisions:H }

189

Omenuko was the first of a family of six, comprising four boys and two girls. His parents were poor in every
respect. They had neither money nor a yam barn to sustain the family. They had no assur ance of future livelihood
for their children.
Consequently, they sent them to wealthy merchants whom they served, and who in return taught them the art
of trading.
As a little boy, Omenuko was apprenticed to a well-known merchant called Omemgboji, in whose service he
remained till he matured into a man. At that point, his Master gave him some capital to establish his own trade in
appreciation of Omenuko’s faithful services to him.
Omenuko was very happy and thanked him profusely. He knelt down and his Master Omemgboji blessed him
saying,
“I wish you long life and prosperity. May your servants serve you as faithfully as you have served me. Good
Luck.”
*
Omenuko did not immediately set up on his own as a trader. Rather he attached himself to his Master and
ordered his goods through him because his capital was then not big enough for him to set up entirely on his own.
He continued in this way until he acquired a sizeable capital and then broke away from Omemgboji and
established his own business as a long-distance trader.
He had only one apprentice at this time but soon his business grew and within a year a few other apprentices
had joined him. They were carriers whose work was to carry his goods to distant lands for sale, and then carry
home what goods Omenuko would buy for sale at the local markets in his town.
Omenuko’s trade progressed and he was steadily becoming rich. This did not escape the notice of his neigh bors who increasingly sent their children to him to be taught trading the same way that Omenuko had been taught
by Omemgboji.
*
Omenuko’s trade involved traveling very long distances. His carriers and apprentices carried his goods
walking several days until they reached the market places. They would set off early in the morning and walk for
several hours, stopping only for a brief refreshment or a night rest.
On one such trip, they passed several nights on the way due to unforeseen circumstances. The first town where
they rested for the night was Umuduru Nso Ofo. The next day they reached Umu Lolo and on the third day they
reached Ezi Nnachi. On this third day, there was very heavy rainfall which Further slowed down their movement
and then forced them to halt the journey.
When they continued, the effect of the terrible rainfall was evident everywhere. When they reached River
Igwu, which was usually crossed by a foot bridge, they discovered that the bridge was hardly visible. The rain had
swollen up the river and it was overflowing at every point.
Omenuko and his team managed to feel their way to the bridge and began to cross. When all of them had
gained a foothold on the bridge, the ropes at the edges gave way and the bridge collapsed sending Omenuko and
his men deep down into the river.
Providence was on their side and they all swam to safety. No one drowned because every child in the town was
taught how to swim very early in life. Even Omenuko’s wife who was in the group swam to safety—despite all
odds.
Unfortunately, however, their goods were not as lucky; they all perished! The river was known for its falls and
great rapids such that any object which fell into it was within seconds, swept off and carried swiftly away. That
was how all the goods carried by Omenuko’s men were totally lost in a twinkling of an eye, including all his life’s
savings in cash which he was carrying to buy goods with.
Omenuko was thus reduced to wretchedness and abject poverty. He moaned his fate and sobbed bitterly. These
were his words:
“God Almighty, why have you reduced me to a life where death would by far, have been a better choice?”
All passers-by and fellow merchants sympathized and wept for him.
Omenuko and his men returned to Ezi Nnachi, for Omenuko to reflect on what next to do. Here everybody
sympathized with and wept for him. Incidentally, the news of Omenuko’s losses did not reach home because of
the great distance between his hometown and the place of the accident. Nobody had an idea how depressed
Omenuk felt deep inside him or what he planned to do next.
*
After a while, Omenuko gathered all his apprentices and addressed them saying:
“If we go back home empty-handed without reaching the market for which we had set out, it would be a shame
and almost an abomination to our ancestors and great God on high.” He went on:
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“Please bear with me and have courage so that we can continue to our final destination. There is one secret
which I learned from my great master Omemgboji.”
He told them the story of a famous merchant called Akpo who was from Itu. On one of his major trips across
Anyim—the big ocean—his boat capsized and he lost all his goods. Nevertheless, he was not discouraged but
continued to his final destination. That made all the difference eventually for him. His business turned out to be a
huge success.
*
This convinced them and they continued on their long journey. They were at this time, a day behind the traders
who had passed them on the way when they halted; they equally arrived a day late at the big market in Bende.
However, these traders who arrived in Bende before Omenuko’s team told the tale of Omenuko’s losses.
Furthermore, they made it known that Omenuko was not likely to buy goods in large quantities for his return
journey as he had lost all his cash. Therefore, he was not going to stay long in Bende as was his custom, before
going back.
On the same night that his team arrived in Bende, Omenuko visited his friends who were slave dealers and told
them that he had brought some “goods” which must be disposed of that very night. He told them of how his goods
had perished at the river “except a few.” His friends were touched and consoled him saying “if you had not
brought so many goods from the start, what could have been your fate now?” They referred to his apprentices as
“goods!”
“How could you have told this tale?” they asked him.
Omenuko agreed that he would have been finished completely. They bargained with Omenuko and he sold to
them all his apprentices and a few of his carriers including one of his cousins, Obioha.
*
None of the apprentices knew what Omenuko had done and they did not suspect him when he called them
together and addressed them saying:
“One of my friends here, Oji, has been very kind and sympathetic towards me. He said that it would be a great
shame for all of us to go back home empty-handed. On his advice, therefore, I am taking home with me tonight
only a few carriers, while the rest of you, under the leadership of my cousin Obioha, will stay another three days
so that my friend Oji will buy some goods which you will carry home for me to cling on to, till my affairs
improve.”
After this, he bought as many things as possible with the money which the slave dealers had paid him, and left
for home with a few of the unsold carriers, leaving behind him all the others that he had sold to the slave dealers.
He warned those travelling with him that they would have to make the homeward journey in half the normal time
because he was indeed sorrowful and longed to get back home.
But on the way home, Omenuko remained inwardly depressed by his recent action, wondering what he would
do about the people he had sold and how he would face their parents. His conscience blamed him for ever selling
them because what happened to him could not be blamed on his fellow human beings. It was something between
him and his God.
At night fall they arrived home.
2
Nobody at home had yet heard what happened because no one else from the market had reached home except
Omenuko and his tiny group. No one, therefore, knew about the loss of Omenuko’s goods at the river or the fate
of his other carriers and apprentices “left” in Bende.
Shortly after his return that night, he sent one of his younger brothers to the families of the young men he had
sold, inviting the parents to his house early the next morning so that he could explain to them what led to his early
return when every other merchant was still on the way. He asked his messenger to urge them not to fail to come
under any circumstances, because as the saying goes:
“The toad never runs in the day time unless something is after its life.”
When his brother delivered this message, some of the parents became so anxious and worried that they decided
to see him that very night in case he might be kind enough just to give them a him of what the meeting in the
morning would be about. When they met Omenuko, they told him that his unprecedented early return had been a
source of concern to many people and they were anxious and hoped all was well with him.
He briefly explained to them that he would be going back the following day after he had seen a few people that
he needed to see at home. He could not afford to stay longer than the next day because his apprentices and carriers
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were still in Bende waiting for him to get back. After saying that, he requested them to go home because he was
tired and needed some rest. When they left he mocked them saying,
“People who rush into a battle little realize that war is death!”
*
Later he called his brothers Okorafo and Nwabueze omitting the third who was too young to participate in seri ous family discussions. He asked them in a rather bleak manner:
“Supposing I sold into slavery my carriers and apprentices, what consequences would I have to face in life?”
His brothers recoiled and answered:
“That would be a thing unheard of in our land. Any ear that hears it will tingle. It would be an abomination
against our gods and ancestors.”
His mood frightened them. He then told them what he had been through in his journey, his losses and what he
had done in effect with his carriers and apprentices. He declared:
“My ancestors and the gods have put me in a condition of life worse than death. I must die. You must there fore, prepare each of you, to fend for himself. I am going to die.” His brothers were terrified and asked him,:
“Are you saying you will kill yourself?” He replied:
“Yes, I have to, and as for you, you must each begin to look for a means of sustaining life, by your own ef forts.” Unafraid of him anymore, his brothers though younger, blamed him severely for his rash act, because,
“It is a crime which can never be forgotten in life.”
They wondered how he could summon up courage to sell the children of not just his fellow men, but his neighbors and relations merely because his goods fell into a river.
“Was it the fault of your carriers and apprentices or their parents that you lost your goods?” \
*
He admitted to them that he had nobody to blame for his losses. He advised them to make arrangements for
their future because he was contemplating an act worse than the selling of other people’s children.
When his brothers persisted, he revealed to them that he had invited the chiefs of the land and the parents of
the young men he sold, to meet with him early the next morning. His plan was that all the chiefs and parents of
the young men would die at the same time with him. When they had all assembled, he would set on fire two bar rels of gun powder which he had been storing in his bed room.
That way, everybody in the building would be burnt to death. That was why he was warning them early enough
as his brothers to plan for their safety.
*
His brothers were horrified and began to shout at him ignoring his gesture for them to keep their voices down.
They yelled at him: “Never!”, shaking their heads in strong disapproval.
“You cannot do this. What you have done already defies human utterance. It is a crime that will haunt our fam ily generation after generation till the end of time. Is that not enough harm? Are you contemplating worse than
that? Never! Rather than do that, let us flee the land. Our custom allows that. That is the best thing we can do in
this situation, because till the end of time we are finished in this land and if we survive the scandal at all, we will
remain outcasts forever and ever. This is what our ancestors describe as abomination that time can neither heal nor
erase. It stays in our lineage from generation to generation. Our children will have to suffer for it and our chil dren’s children will likewise suffer for it for no fault of their own.”
Omenuk9 was deeply touched and persuaded by these words. Together he and his two brothers decided that
they must flee their homeland to a town called Mgborogwu. It had always been the custom of their people that
when anyone did anything which was an abomination to the land, the person could go into exile among the people
of Mgborogwu. In the same way, fleeing criminals from Mgborogwu always took refuge in Omenuko’s town.
This custom began from time immemorial and no one could explain its origin or the reasons behind it. It had sim ply lived down in history and was known among the people as “iri mgbalata” (ritual flight into safety; a kind of
reciprocal returning to an otherwise one’s home where he/she is accepted unintentionally) and it was honored and
respected by the two communities.
Thus, Omenuko and his brothers decided to seek refuge in the court of the ruler of Mgborogwu, himself called
Chief Mgborogwu.
*
After this resolution they went to bed and woke up in time to receive the chiefs, elders and parents whom
Omeniko had invited early in the morning.
When the guests arrived, Ornenuko served them water to wash their hands and faces. After that customary ritual, he presented them kola nuts and a bowl of nzu\fn{Clay chalk} saying:
“It is a sad story for me to tell you that I lost all my goods at the Igwa river.”
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He told them how he had lost all his possessions but assured them that he was in a hurry to go back to Ezi
Nnachi. He was anxious to mount a search especially now that the high tides had abated and the river was no
longer as over-flooded as it was before. He hoped by the help of Chukwu, the great god on high, and his ancestors, that perhaps he would at least recover his guns if nothing else. He further told them that by the time he re turned to Ezi Nnachi, his carriers and apprentices would have arrived out there from Betide with the goods which
his friend Oji was sending along to help him begin life again. They would then all come back home to nurse their
wounds.
All the people who heard his story deeply sympathized with him.
*
When his guests left, Omenuko called together his brothers again to work out a definite plan for their escape.
They set the hour that very night. His married sister also came home that day when she heard the news of her
brother’s losses, but when she was told about the other crime committed by Omenuko, she trembled and wept.
Her brothers acquainted her with their plan for escape and urged her to join them. She consented to flee the land
with them because she realized that what her brother Omenuko had done would never be forgotten in the land.
When they had thus resolved, they urged everyone to take only the most essential things and await nightfall.
They could not be saddled with cumbersome load.
3
That night, Omenuko's family acted like people who were going to bed early. They closed their gate so that no
visitors might come in.
When they believed that everybody else had gone to bed, they sent Nwabueze, one of the younger brothers, to
go down the main road out of their town and watch carefully who passed him by or what sounds he heard. When
he came back, he reported that he heard nothing and he saw no one along the road.
“I heard no sound not even the cry of crickets. The only noise I heard was the screaming of Ibe Ofo.”
Ibe Ofo was a lunatic who was chained and confined to a cell. His cries and curses could be heard from miles
away.
*
When Nwabueze finished his report, they opened their gate again and made ready to depart. They agreed on
how to take along only their own little children safely and noiselessly.
When they were all set, they began their exit. They paused briefly in front of what used to be their father’s
house, now inherited by Omenuko as the first son. There was sorrow in their hearts as they took one last look at
the house and then left the compound.
They set off for Mgborogwu and until they had left their town behind them, they never met a soul on the road.
The skies were dark and rain was threatening and when they had travelled about seven miles later it started to rain
cats and dogs.
*
In the morning, cries were heard in Omenuko’s compound. They were from children that Omenuko and his
people had left behind. They were the children of their neighbors who were staying with them. When they woke
up and looked around, they found no one else in the compound. They were frightened and began to cry.
People who heard them from the nearby compounds, stopped by to find out what was wrong. When they noticed the emptiness of the houses, they asked the children the whereabouts of the owners of the house. The kids
crying, answered that they had no idea where they were.
The neighbors looked around everywhere but found no trace of Omenuko and the rest of the family. They
raised an alarm calling on people to come over to Omenuko’s house and see things for themselves. Within a short
time many people had gathered in the compound.
They realized that Omenuko and his brothers must have fled the town. So they appointed some young men to
trace their route and pursue them. When the young men came back late in the evening, they informed the people
that they had heard gun salutes coming from the direction of Mgborogwu.
The elders, therefore, sent out another set of young men to go and verify if Omenuko and his brothers had fled
to Mgborogwu. When the young men returned, they confirmed that, and further added that Omenuko and his people had taken refuge at the palace of the ruler of Mgborogwu. The Chief and his people had welcomed them happily with a twenty-one gun salute, and had been celebrating with festivities and merriments.
*
They were very pleased because Omenuko had a very large family, and was known to be affluent and very
generous to neighbors. Omenuko had three wives. Two of them had each a son and a daughter. His next brother
193

Okoroafo had two wives, one of them had a son. His brother Nwabueze was married but his wife had not borne
any child yet.
They were also accompanied by their youngest brother, their two sisters and their mother. The chief of Mg borogwu was very happy about their number.
*
The news of Omenuko’s flight caused a considerable stir in the town. From then onwards people became increasingly worried about the young men who had accompanied Omenoku to Bende and who had not come back
yet.
Their families, therefore, appointed a delegation of strong men to go and investigate the whereabouts of
Omenoku’s apprentices and carriers he had left supposedly in Bende. The few carriers who came back with
Omenoku told of how he had advised those he was leaving behind to wait for three days so that they could carry
home the goods which his friend Oji would buy for him. This explanation did not however, stop the investigation,
so the men set out for Bende.
*
After four days, they sent back word from Bende that Mazi Oji had disclosed to them that Omenoku sold the
young men as slaves to him.
When the town’s people heard these words, that Omenoku did in fact sell his carriers and apprentices into slavery, they were extremely shocked. There were some families who were too devastated to weep for the loss of their
loved ones. Others sobbed unceasingly. The tears which were shed in the whole town that day were enough to
form a river. The parents of the young men wept bitterly but tears alone could not bring back their sons.
*
Omenoku, himself, felt no better. He had fled from the land and taken refuge in a strange town to live the life
of a stranger. His neighbors though, missed him and were sorrowful, but those alone could not bring Omenoku
back to them or reverse the crime he committed.
He had actually planned to kill himself but his brothers had dissuaded him from that because the manner of the
death he chose was not acceptable to them, for it would have brought a curse on the entire family till the end of
time. It is the sort of crime that wipes out a whole lineage. Their flight into Mgborogwu, therefore, was the better
of two evils.
But if Omenoku had known that he would stay alive after the crime, he would not have sold those men. He
was always depressed about what he had done and his conscience blamed him to no end. Even though he had fled
from his town, that did not atone for his crime against the people and the land. In his mind, he was like a convicted murderer, a fugitive from justice.
4
The Chief of Mgborogwu welcomed Omenuko and his family and treated them with great affection. He held
Omenuko in very high esteem and appointed him a councilor in his court.
Omenuku was a man with many attributes: intelligence, resourcefulness, keen perception and wisdom; and because of these qualities he was further appointed a judge in Mgborogwu. The Chief did many things to please
Omenuko so that he would not regret his flight into Mgborogwu.
He was never treated like a stranger.
The chief gave a piece of land adjacent to his palace, to Omenuko and his brother Okorafo to build their
houses, and assigned rooms to Nwabueze in the palace.
*
He\fn{This chief} was a very famous and rich man, wealthy in cash and kind. He had barns of yams, cocoyams,
and countless domestic animals. He lacked one thing though, and it caused him many sleepless nights.
He had married many wives but none of them bore him children early enough. An old man, his oldest son was
a mere teenager. Thus, he did not value very highly all the wealth he possessed because among his people, to be
truly wealthy was to have money, be married, and have grown up sons who would inherit a man’s property when
he died. Such a man was referred to by his people as an “Ogaranya”—a man of means.
Years later, Chief Mgborogwu fell sick. It was a terrible illness. All kinds of dibia were called in to treat him:
renowned dibias, diviners—big and small, and numerous healers all tried their hands to no avail. When things
seemed eventually hopeless, Chief Mgborogwu called the elders and counselors in his court to make known to
them his last wishes to be executed in the event of his death.
He disclosed to them “so and so; so and so. This is the way this goes and that is the way that goes.”
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He also implored them to make sure that his Warrant\fn{ Staff of office} was not withdrawn when he died by the
District Commissioner,\fn{DC; this was still in 1933, when this book was first published, a British official:H} on
the grounds that the heir-apparent, Obiefula, was not grown up enough to be chief.
Furthermore, he indicated that it was his wish that Omenko should hold the Warrant, acting as a regent, till
Obiefula was of age. That was on the condition that the District Commissioner approved of it.
*
The people of Mgborogwu were very concerned by these declarations because they knew very well that an Eze
does not say such things for nothing. They have a saying that if “an Ogaranya who has pronounced his last wishes
fails to die, it is shame on death.”
In this case, however, Chief Mgborogwu died and Omenuko saw to it that he had a most befitting burial. He
was accorded all the rites and fanfare which a great noble man who had mature sons received at death.
Thus Chief Mgborogwu did not become a laughing stock to the world at his death. His people also had nothing
to be ashamed of. Omenuko saw to all that and thus proved very useful to Chief Mgborogwu and his people at a
most critical moment.
5
Omenuko was anxious to know how the people of Mgborogwu regarded their chief’s last wishes.
Therefore, he summoned them to a meeting and bought a few things with which to entertain them. They included palm wine, kola nuts, and a goat which he used in preparing food for them. Then he addressed them saying,
“My brethren, it is always best to look for a black goat in the daytime; at night it is hard to tell apart a black
goat and the night.
“You remember how our chief had said on his deathbed that he didn’t want his War rant chieftaincy to be withdrawn by the Whiteman on the grounds that Obiefula, his son, was not grown up yet to take his place as Chief. He
did suggest that I, Omenuko, should hold his Warrant till Obiefula was of age.
“That was why I talked about looking for a black goat in the day time. I think that now is the proper time to approach the District Commissioner on the issue.”
Omenuko’s speech was greeted with general approval. The people asked him a definite date when they could
embark on his suggestion if they were all resolved to pursue it. Omenuko advised them that it would be best to
pursue the matter right away. They all agreed to meet again in four days' time on their next market day to set a
specific date for going to see the government officials.
*
After they had dispersed, however, the people got together and held another meeting in secret from which
Omenuko was excluded because they did not want him to know about it since the meeting was held to talk about
him and his proposal. The first question they asked themselves when they met was:
“Do we really want Omenuko to hold this Warrant for Obiefula?” Secondly, they asked,
“Who should live in the palace, Obiefula or Omenuko?”
One man stood up and said, “If we allow Omenuko to act as regent till Obiefula is of age we should, therefore,
let him live in the palace till he is no longer the Chief.” Several others however objected to this suggestion.
“What! That would never please any ear that hears it. Obiefula should live in the palace. It is true he is not the
chief now but at least he should be able to detect when a roof is leaking and have it repaired. He would only ap proach Omenuko for difficult problems. If it is something that needs our action then Omenuko would inform us.”
This was applauded and adopted by the people, after which they dispersed to await the next meeting with
Omenuko.
*
On the appointed day, all the people assembled at Chief Mgborogwu’s palace. Omenuko remarked that a previ ous decision need not be rehearsed; it was confirmed merely by nodding.
“Where do we stand now?” he asked.
They stated that there was nothing else left to be done than to agree on the exact date to go to see the District
Commissioner. As they were about to fix a date, one man declared that there was something he thought should be
discussed before anything else, including the visit to the District Commissioner. They encouraged him to speak
his mind. He then put the question to the audience:
“Omenuko and Obiefula, who should live in the Palace?” When he sat down, a man called Uba stood up and
replied:
“Omenuko should live in his own house near the court, while the heir-apparent, Obiefula, lives in the palace.
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Obiefula should right from now, be assigned some responsibilities so that he would begin to acquire some administrative skills and experiences. If we keep pampering him as a child, these things might be too difficult for him to
handle when he comes of age. Let us assign to him domestic affairs in the court while Omenuko deals with the
more complicated external matters.”
The people nodded in agreement and asked Omenuko what he thought of such an arrangement. He replied that
it was all right with him. Obiefula equally acquiesced saying:
“When my father said that water sustains the fish in the river, I heard it with my two ears. I would say in the
same way that you the people sustain my strength.”
*
Everybody in the audience thanked Uba for his thoughtfulness, and then they took up the issue about the Warrant. They decided on meeting the District Commissioner on the Monday following their meeting. For the purpose
of that trip, Omenuko purchased a ram, a cock, eggs, and groundnuts for presentation to the District Commissioner.
On the appointed day, they all, including Obiefula, left for Awka, the government headquarters, to see the Dis trict Commissioner. On arrival they met the Paymaster who told them that the District Commissioner was away
on tour and was due back the following morning. When the Paymaster asked the purpose of their visit, they
replied that the District Commissioner had told them to come after the burial of their Chief, to report to him how
things went.
“Fine,” replied the Paymaster, “it will be proper for you to wait till tomorrow. He has to come back because the
District Commissioner would be visiting here the day after tomorrow, and so the Assistant District Commissioner
has to be here to receive him.”
They thanked him and then went back to where they were staying in town. While there, they conferred among
themselves and decided that it would be much better to wait for two days and meet the Assistant District Commissioner and the District Commissioner together, so that both of them could give them the same reply at the same
time. So when the Assistant District Commissioner came back the following morning, Omenuko and his group
did not go to meet him.
*
The next day the District Commissioner arrived as was expected. The court clerk sent messages inviting all the
court judges and chiefs to come and meet the District Commissioner on the second day of his arrival in Awka.
Once more Omenuko and his delegation postponed their visit to the District Commissioner so that they could
meet with him on the third day when all the court judges and big chiefs would be present as well.
When the chiefs arrived they were first met by the Assistant District Commissioner and later by all the government officials including the District Commissioner and the Paymaster. The chiefs greeted them
“Morny Sir, Morny Sir.”
The District Commissioner took the register containing the names of all the big chiefs and court judges and
called them by their names one by one. When he called Chief Mgborogwu, Omenuko whispered to Obiefula to
answer. The Assistant District Commissioner informed the District Commissioner that the lad was the son of
Chief Mgborogwu who died recently.
After the roll call the District Commissioner told them what he had sent them for namely, to familiarize them
with routine official procedures and operations. When the District Commissioner finished his address to the
chiefs, Omenuko told Obiefula to tell the District Commissioner that they had something they wished to discuss
with him. When the District Commissioner asked him what the matter was, Obiefula told him that he and his people wanted to inform him that they had completed the burial of his father.
“Furthermore,” he added, “my father requested you to let Omenuko hold the Warrant for me until I am fully
mature to assume the responsibilities.”
After he had said this, Omenuko promptly brought out the gifts and presented them to the Assistant District
Commissioner. The Assistant District Commissioner showed them to the Paymaster and the District Commissioner. They were all happy and thanked Omenuko and his group. The District Commissioner then asked the
members of the delegation:
“Is it your wish that Omenuko should be given the Warrant for Mgborogwu until Obiefula comes of age?”
They answered:
“Yes.”
The District Commissioner did not turn down their request but he asked them to go home and come back on
another appointed day for his formal decision. They went home rejoicing.
*
From that moment Omenuko began to attend the court once a week on a temporary basis until they could hear
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finally from the District Commissioner. Eventually the District Commissioner sent for them but Omenuko went
only with Obiefula to see him. The District Commissioner said to Omenuko:
“As from next month you will become a full and regular member of the Court as Chief of Mgborogwu. It will
be your responsibility to appoint carriers and servants who would always bring me gifts of yams from you.”
“Leave that to me, I can do better than that even without being reminded,” replied Omenuko delightfully.
That was the end of the ceremony. The Paymaster, the Assistant District Commissioner and the District Commissioner all shook Omenuko’s hands and from that moment Omenuko came to be addressed as “Chief.”
Omenuko in return, thanked the white men and greeted them:
“Morny Sir.”
He and Obiefula returned to Mgborogwu and Omenuko’s term of office as Regent commenced.
6

The first court case which Chief Omenuko attended was one between a roadmaker and a court messenger. The
two had fought and after the chiefs listened to their statements, they found both of them guilty and fined them one
pound ten shillings each and warned them not to fight again.
In the eyes of his colleagues, Omenuko was a very good and respectable chief. He had the interest of his people always at heart. The government officials also remarked his efficiency, his great sense of responsibility and his
integrity as a ruler. Whenever he came to court, the other chiefs would not need anyone to remind them that this
was a sensible man for it was perceived in everything he said and did. The questions he put to people in the witness box were very perceptive and constructive. At times when the chiefs as a body had an issue to take up with
the District Commissioner or a request to make, it would be Omenuko who would invariably think of the best
method of approach and he was always right. If you merely listened to his words, you would discern from them
wit and wisdom.
In effect, people would always go to him for advice and instructions. He was not only wise, he also had a generous and amiable disposition. He was a friend of the poor as well as the rich. He cared for and respected his
neighbors and other people around him.
Because of his humane acts and charming personality no one thought of him again as a stranger in Mgborogwu. Nobody ever regarded or treated him as a stranger anymore because both he and his brothers had in addition married from Mgborogwu and the surrounding towns.
Omenuko and his brothers had become very prosperous and wealthy owning several barns of yams and count less domestic animals, including cows. There were people who would pawn themselves to Omenuko in order to
get out of great financial troubles. This practice was not the same as slavery because the person only traded his
services for a lump sum of money to solve some nagging problems. Thus, many people would approach Omenuko
and say:
“Our Master, please save me before my enemies finish me.”
“What do you want me to do for you?,” Omenuko would ask. Then the man would prostrate on his knees and
say,
“My Master, my knees are on the ground. Please lend me such and such amount to pay off my debts. I shall
come to live in your house, serve and work for you three days a week and do my own work on the fourth day
(there being four working days in the week), to repay the money you lent me.”
If the man is someone who Omenuko does not know very well, he would further try to find out how the man
managed to get into debt. And after that he would try to find out something about his character asking such ques tions as:
“Are you an honest man?”
“Have you ever been caught stealing or accused of stealing?”
“Do you bear false witness?” And to all these the man in need would reply:
“I have never stolen from anybody and I have never given false witness.”
With that Omenuko would then give him the money he requested but the borrower must come to live in
Omenuko’s house to fulfill the other obligations he pledged. In this way many borrowers came to live with
Omenuko and his brothers working on Omenuko’s farm lands.
*
At this time Omenuko had become exceedingly rich, by far richer than when he was a merchant in his home land. In his home town, he had three wives, his brother Okorafo had two, and Nwabueze had one. But now
Omenuko’s wives numbered seven, Okorafo’s four, Nwabueze’s two, while their youngest brother Ogbonnaya
had one.
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Whenever Omenuko thought about his past as against his present position and status, he thanked God on high
and his brothers that he stayed alive. Only one thing still denied him peace of mind; that was the sale of his cousin
Obioha together with other people’s children into slavery. Unfortunately for him too, his two sisters who accompanied him in the flight, had died shortly afterwards.
*
As if those were not enough setbacks, the people of Mgborogwu conspired and held a secret meeting at this time,
against Omenuko and his family. They believed that it was about time Omenuko gave back the Warrant to Obiefula
who was then grown up enough to manage his own affairs. They decided on a date to go to communicate this demand
to Omenuko. They swore that no one who attended the secret meeting should go back on their resolution. After the
meeting, however, some members defected and went to Omenuko to reveal what they had discussed, so Omenuko
knew in advance what day they would be coming to see him and why.
Before that date, Omenuko went to Awka and held talks with the District Commissioner. He told the District Commissioner that he was contemplating moving his residence to a distant forest area called Ikpa Oyi.\fn{ Waste land} When
the District Commissioner asked him what would become of his people, those under him, Omenuko assured him that
he would be moving along with them. Therefore, the District Commissioner consented to his plans.
When he returned, he went and inspected the piece of land, Ikpa Oyi. He was not perturbed that the area was the notorious evil forest where dead criminals and people who died of abominable diseases were buried long ago. He had
based all his future plans on that piece of land. The land, Ikpa Oyi, was so called because it was also a dumping ground
for those who died especially of dreaded diseases such as swollen sickness, hernia, smallpox, as well as women who
died in their pregnancies. It became a no-man’s land, a vast expanse of land that everyone dreaded and no one dared
step into for any reason.
Before long the people of Mgborogwu conspired again and held a meeting against Omenuko and his brothers.
Again they swore that no one should go back on their resolution or betray their cause namely, forcing Omenuko to
give back the Warrant to Obiefula. But as before, some of them still found their way back to Omenko’s residence
and revealed to him without using actual words, what had been discussed at the meeting. They merely said to him:
“Spoken agreements are confirmed only with the nodding of the head.”
Thus they made sure that the oath of secrecy they took would not kill them. Omenuko was a very intelligent
man, so he fully understood what they were alluding to.
On the appointed day, all the people assembled at Omenuko’s house early in the morning. Omenuko welcomed
them and they exchanged greetings. Omenuko asked one of his servants to bring a bowl of water and two kola nuts.
He offered the kola nuts to his guests and then according to custom they said:
“Chief, please break the kola.” The Chief gave them one to break while he broke the other himself. The kola was
given to Uba. First, with the clay chalk—nzu—he stenciled some lines on the ground before he uttered the incantations:
“Earth come and chew kola, our ancestor Mgborogwu come and chew kola, God on high here’s kola for you,
kind spirits here’s kola, whoever says I don’t deserve what is mine, when he gets his, he won’t be fit for it. I am for
live-and-let-live, whoever objects to that let him be denied life. Let the kite perch and let the eagle perch too. Whichever obstructs the other, may his wings break!” And the people present affirmed with, “I see, so may it be!” to each
of the prayers above.
Next, Omenuko took the nzu and said his own prayer:
“God on high come and chew kola, our ancestor Mgborogwu come and chew kola, may good prevail and evil not
see the light of the day; good luck for me and my enemies, may the morning dew disperse all evil. Whoever wishes
me death, may he be the first to die and go to bed before the chickens.” Omenuko’s people responded,
“I see, so be it!” Then the people said to him,
“Chief, we have come to request you to consider giving back to Obiefula the Warrant of his late father, since
he is now of age.”
“Fine,” answered Omenuko, “but there is just one thing you people did which is very bad. I believe you held a secret meeting not once but twice in order to present this matter to me?” They all loudly denied, saying
“Never! We did no such thing.” Omenuko continued however,
“It is unpleasant to the ear, and something against the law, that a whole town should conspire and hold a secret meeting against just one individual. I can send all of you to prison for the offense.” The people were frightened and begged
him not to send them to prison.
“Please our Master, do not send us to prison but rather tell us how best to go about this matter.”
Omenuko advised them that “the easiest way would be to go to the District Commissioner and present your case to
him and tell him also that you conspired against me. The District Commissioner will tell you whether your action was
right or wrong.”
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They thanked him and requested some days to think the matter over and then they would come back to him to tell
him their decision. And they all left. But shortly afterwards, they held another secret meeting without informing
Omenuko. And when they assembled at his house again, they said to him:
“Our Master, we have come to beg you to forgive us, and to say furthermore that whenever you yourself decide that
Obiefula is mature enough to take over the chieftaincy, we would accept it as best for us.” Omenuko then asked them,
“Why didn’t you say so the first time you came here?”
They replied that they reached the decision at a later meeting and were asking for his forgiveness. Omenuko was
very furious and burst out,
“It was being said before that you held two secret meetings against me, and now you have held yet another one regardless of my previous warnings. You will all die in your folly. Can you at this stage convince the District Commissioner that you did not know that it was an offense for a whole community to conspire against one man? When I told
you that you broke the law, if you didn’t understand, didn’t you also understand what I said you should do in effect? Go
home!,” he ordered them.
And they all left.
*
From that day onwards, Omenko and his brothers intensified their private plans about leaving Mgborogwu.
Where they were moving to was adjacent to the town but it could not be called Mgborogwu because you would
have to cross another town before you reach Ikpa Oyi. Whatever happens the people of Mgborogwu could not
take the trouble to walk the distance stretching over two towns in order to find fault with Omenuko.
Omenuko summoned the people of Mgborogwu and spoke to them in the following manner:
“I do not want to live among you anymore. Since you my hosts have conspired and held secret meetings against
my brothers and me, we have no confidence anymore in you. You never cared to remember again that it was I who
redeemed your town and saved you from shame not long ago. You have forgotten everything and have chosen to
treat me as your enemy.
“I will still regard you as my brethren; if you forget me, I shall not forget you so that the earth goddess may not
kill me for my relationship with you all. By conspiring against me, you have removed me from among your group,
isolating me like an outcast. For all these, I would now prefer to live apart from you like the stranger that you have
made me.
“From today on, I shall be thinking about what you told me concerning the Warrant. I shall try to make up my
mind whether it is worth seeing the District Commissioner or not.”
The people thanked him again and requested him to please “come up with pleasant and not bad decisions.”
Omenuko retorted:
“The good decision you are asking for, could it be anything short of your desire that I hand back the Warrant to
Obiefula? You can count on that as something already accomplished. Now, will you go home?”
And they dispersed.
*
Shortly afterwards, Omenuko went again to see the District Commissioner. He said to him:
“My people no longer want to change residence with me because the site I chose is the ‘evil forest’. They have
nevertheless told me that I still have to move because if I didn’t they would in effect, have two chiefs in Mgborogwu! They have decided to appoint a chief to stay with those who would remain and they now look upon me as
the chief of those who are moving with me to the new site.”
The District Commissioner and Omenuko discussed the matter in very great detail and agreed that Obiefula would
be accorded a separate Chieftaincy Warrant. It was not clearly stated by the District Commissioner whether it was supposed to be a new Warrant or that same one which he was to inherit from his father. Omenuko stressed to the District
Commissioner that as soon as he was ready, he would leave for the new site and the District Commissioner urged
Omenuko to keep him informed when the time came.
*
After that, Omenuko and his brothers were hard at work preparing for their change of residence. When everything
was ready except the completion of some houses, he requested the District Commissioner to excuse him from all official duties and functions till he had finished building his new houses, which would take about one or two months.
“Two months should be sufficient but if you excuse me for three, that will be better.”
The District Commissioner granted his request and asked him to report for duty only when it was convenient for
him to do so. Meanwhile Omenuko should have Obiefula deputize for him so that if the District Commissioner had any
matter of real urgency requiring Omenuko’s attention, he (the District Commissioner) would inform him through
Obiefula. Omenuko was delighted and thanked the District Commissioner very much.
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7
Omenuko and all his brothers got ready to move to their new site along with all members of their households, including Omenuko’s debtors. Because of their numbers, it became necessary for Omenuko to build several more
houses at the new site to accommodate everybody.
This entailed a lot of hard work. Omenuko appealed to the people of Mgborogwu for assistance, but they refused
to help him. Omenuko, therefore, thought of a new strategy.
He was no longer going to aim at solid and permanent houses. Rather he would aim at simple, small houses for a
start and improve on them as time went on. When the buildings were completed, Omenuko again appealed to the people of Mgborogwu to help them move his property to the new residence, but again they declined. Omenuko was very
surprised at them this time:
“Oh! I thought you couldn’t help us build the houses because I was building at the site of the evil forest, but now
that I have finished building, what is so hard about helping us to move our things? Is this a worthy attitude in your
sight?”
But the people were not moved.
Omenuko and his brothers had to do everything by themselves. When they had moved all their things to the new
site, Omenuko asked the Mgborogwu people if any of them would be interested in purchasing any of his old houses.
Some of them who thought that Omenuko had ill feelings towards them, said they wanted to buy the houses, even
though they knew within themselves that they had no real intention of making him any offers. But there were some
too, who still regarded Omenuko as a true friend, and these replied by saying that if the prices would not be too exorbitant, they would like to buy. Omenuko said to them
“Just make up your minds that you want to buy, I shall not fail to sell to you.”
One person spoke out that he was interested. He was followed by another but some others followed just for the fun
of it. But from the offers the latter made, Omenuko was able to distinguish those who were serious from others who
were merely faking and that helped him to determine who he could give the houses to and who not to.
All those who showed real desire in the purchase, received the houses they wanted to buy free.
In this way, Omenuko gave away all the houses belonging to him and his brothers.
*
Omenuko instructed Obiefula to prepare for a date in the future on which they would go to meet with the District
Commissioner. Omenuko was at the same time preparing to receive people who wanted to “visit” his new home so
he suggested to Obiefula that the visit to the District Commissioner would be best soon after his guests had come
and gone. Three days after Omenuk had received all his guests, he sent for Obiefula and together they went to Awka
to see the District Commissioner.
The District Commissioner received them well and entered Obiefula’s name on the list of Warrant chiefs. That
notwithstanding, Omenuko urged Obiefula to ascertain from the District Commissioner whether it now meant that
he (Obiefula) had become a full-fledged chief.
“Yes, indeed,” replied the District Commissioner. “You are a chief now. If I should need labourers or carriers or
yams, it would be your duty to provide them. Furthermore, you must look after your people properly. It is no longer
Omenuko’s responsibility. When Omenuko was chief of Mgborogwu, there were no uprisings and no troubles.
Omenuko is now chief only over those people living at the new site with him.
“Do you hear? You, yourself, are now the chief of those who are still living at the old site. Do you hear? If anything proves too difficult for you, you must not fail to consult Omenuko for advice. Do you hear?”
To all these questions Obiefula replied, “Yes Sir” and the District Commissioner bade them farewell.
*
When they reached home there were celebrations and rejoicing everywhere in and around Mgborogwu.
Omenuko’s group was rejoicing and celebrating because their big man now had his own Warrant chieftaincy in their
own autonomous community. He was no longer acting on behalf of anyone. On the other hand, Obiefula's group was
also exceedingly filled with joy and was celebrating that at last their own Warrant had returned to the original family
of Mgborogwu.
Omenuko thereafter invited all the other chiefs to come and visit his new home and see what it was that prevented him from attending court for three months. They all came and were full of praise for all his accomplishments.
They gave him generous donations. Some gave him ten shillings and some five shillings, each according to his individual capacity.
Omenuko thanked them and profusely entertained them with food and drinks. When they had all eaten and drunk
to their fullest, he narrated to them what had transpired on his and Obiefula’s visit to the District Commissioner, how
the District Commissioner entered Obiefila’s name on the list of chiefs, and gave Obiefula all the routine instructions
200

that new chiefs were required to have. He further told them the special point made by the District Commissioner that
if Obiefula failed in his duties to his people, it would not be Omenuko who would be blamed. Therefore, Obiefula
was to render his services as faithfully as possible to his people, as they had been used to under the rule of Omenuko.
That would be necessary especially as Omenuko would be concentrating on the interests of his own subjects at his
new location far away from Mgborogwu.
When the chiefs heard all this, they rejoiced with Omenuko because they never really thought that it would
have been wise to deprive Omenuko of a full chieftaincy of his own. At the end the visiting chiefs took leave of
Omenuko and returned to their homes.
*
Omenuko now turned his attention to his brothers. They also had their share of the food and drinks. Afterwards,
Omenuko spoke to them in these words:
“My beloved, my being alive today was the work of God on high executed through all of you. Now listen. Okorafo, go to the court clerk and ask him to order for you the magic machine which talks with human voice in the white
man’s land. Whatever it costs, I shall honor the bill.
And you, Nwabueze, go to the shops at Onitsha and buy yourself a steel horse that the white man rides on from
place to place. I will give you money to pay for it.”
It was the court clerk who told Nwabueze that the two items were called radio and bicycle. And finally to Ogbonna, Omenuko said,
“Go and find yourself a beautiful girl from a good family, I shall be responsible for her bride price and other expenses.” And then he added:
“My beloved, there is only one thing that still makes me sleepless and restless whenever I recall it—those people
who I sold into slavery long ago. No matter how much I try to brush it aside, it is quite impossible to forget.”
His brothers felt with him and told him that they would all have to pray for God’s will in the matter. Omenuko was
silent for a while and once again seemed lost in thought about the fate of those people he had sold long ago. It was
clear to him that he would not be at peace with himself or with the world around him unless he made a full restitution
for that abysmal crime.
8
Omenuko had a friend who was a trader from his original home town whose name was Igwe. He was a very
good man, upright and respectable. Omenuko sent for him. Igwe was curious to know why Omenuko was sending
for him, so he did not hesitate to answer his call as soon as the message reached him. Omenuko received him very
well and entertained him on a grand scale. Late in the evening, they sat down to talk and Omenuko began the conversation with:
“Igwe, my dear friend, I sent for you because I am in a serious difficulty, and it is causing me many sleepless
nights. You are not a stranger in our land, therefore, you are aware of that thing I did which stands out as a very
ugly and abominable fact in the eyes of our people. I wish to know if I can find out through you the whereabouts
of those people I sold and whether there is anything I can do to ransom them.”
*
The two men spoke to each other as frankly and exhaustively as possible. But first, they needed to establish a
strong sense of mutual confidence between them. Therefore they took an oath of secrecy and allegiance. There-after Omenuko began with a proverb;
“The hunter whose arrow hits the fast-fleeing deer gets rewarded with twenty arrows.” Then he explained in
plain words:
*
“Anyone who comes out with a plan whereby I can even merely see those people that I sold, shall be rewarded
with anything that person asks for.” His friend encouraged him to be optimistic.
“Fear not. God is alive—according to those who know the Holy Book.”
They killed the goat with which they performed the oath of mutual trust. They ate some of it and saved some
portions for their individual families. Igwe prepared to go but promised Omenuko that he would do his utmost and
if he found anything worth reporting, he would not hesitate to inform Omenuko. Omenuko thanked him and Igwe
left.
*
Incidentally, Igwe already knew the whereabouts of two of those people Omenuko sold. Omenuko’s cousin,
Obioha, was living with Mazi Oji at Aru Ulo. Another one was also living in Aru Ulo but Igwe did not know in
whose house he was living.
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Igwe tried to find out more but he could not on the particular trip he made after his visit to Omenuko. Shortly
afterwards, Igwe went again to visit Omenuko and reported to him the progress he had made. He told Omenuko
that he had found the whereabouts of two of the people.
“Please what are their names?” Omenuko’s anxiety was overpowering. Igwe replied:
“Your cousin, Obioha, is one of the two. He is living in the house of Mazi Oji. Elebeke Okoro is the other, al though I don’t know exactly in whose house he is living.” Omenuko spoke passionately to his friend:
“My dear Igwe, my great d4esire now for which I made you the grand promise, is that you try and find out just
where each one of them lives. I want to make you realize now that it was not an empty promise that I made you.”
And Omenuko went into his inner room and brought out some money which was tied in a small scarf. He counted
out ten pounds and gave them to Igwe, saying:
“Each person found earns you five points. When you find out where all the rest are, come and tell me and I
shall pay you at this same rate.”
Omenuko next found out from Igwe when Bianko, Agbagwu and Oge Nta markets would be holding. After
this, Igwe was ready to go. Omenuko advised him to be careful and observant.
*
After Igwe had left, Omenuko called together his brothers and told them what happened and they were all very
happy. He asked them if any of them would be willing to go to Mazi Oji to find out how much he would want as
ransom for Obioha. Mazi Oji also would direct the person to wherever Elebeke Okoro was living so that his mater
would also name the free for Elebeke’s ransom.
Nwabueze volunteered to go. Omenuko assigned a few other people to go with him and asked them to get
ready in advance for the market day on which he would ask them to set off. Omenuko was calculating the market
days on the basis of the information he got from Igwe. When the day on which he considered the roads to be least
busy approached, he advised Nwabueze and his group to set off on their journey.
*
But Igwe had forgone to mention to Omenuko that the markets were no longer in Bende, instead they had been
moved to Uzoakoli. Secondly, previously Bianko was the largest of the markets but now it was at Agbagwu in stead.
Omenuko did not have these facts so that in his calculation, he had unknowingly mixed up the market days.
Consequently Nwabueze and his group ended up traveling when the traffic was heaviest. And when they asked
those who were coming back from the market, which one they were returning from, they received answers quite
opposite to what they had thought.
They were all baffled by the inconsistencies. They rented a room at a place called Ugwu Aku and while relax ing there, they were able to find out from the people around the true nature of things and were able to get things
straightened out. They stayed there for three days waiting for the traders to all pass on their homeward journey be fore they could continue their journey towards the market places. When the traffic was clear, they continued their
journey.
But when they reached Bende, Nwabueze was afraid he could not trust his sense of direction for the rest of the
journey. He therefore hired some carriers from Bende who acted as escorts until they reached Aru Ulo, which was
their final destination. He was able to get two carriers who led them to Aru Ulo.
*
Every Aru man no matter where he lives, must have a family which he calls his own at Aru Ulo. So Nwabueze
naturally wanted to go to his family in Aru Ulo, but then he remembered that act of Omenuko which was regarded
as a crime even against kith and kin outside the homeland. He was therefore afraid to go to his Arum family. In stead he decided in favor of the house of Mazi Oji as the place where they would stay.
Obioha was not at home when they got to the house. He had gone to the market in Itu Agbanyim. Nwabueze
met Mazi Oji and introduced himself as Omenuko’s younger brother. Mazi Oji was very excited and exclaimed:
“Oh dear! Are you really his brother? How is he? How is my friend Omenuko? Is he alive?” And Nwabueze
told him all about his brother Omenuko and explained that Omenuko had sent him specifically to Mazi Oji.
“He asked me to find out from you whether you would be kind enough to let him ransom our cousin Obioha.
And if you should agree to that, then you are to tell me how much you would want him to pay you.” Those were
Nwabueze’s words.
*
Mazi Oji exclaimed that Obioha was the head of all of his slaves and he was a man of a gentle disposition and
trustworthy.
“Fine,” replied Nwabueze, “but I must add that it is not only Obioha that Omenuko wants to deem, he also
would like to know through you the wher4abouts of the other young men he sold.”
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Mazi Oji assured him that that would be simple. He pointed out that Elebeke was living in the house of Ezuma
and that if pains were taken to look for the others, they would be found.
“I hope you would kindly arrange to take me to Ezuma’s house so that I can make the same request to him for
the liberation of Elebeke,” replied Nwabueze. Later they agreed to go to Ezuma’s house the following day.
*
But without Nwabueze’s knowing it, Mazi Oji went and met Ezuma the same evening to confer with him on
whether or no they should accede to Omenuko’s request. Without hesitation, Ezuma answered,
“We have no choice but to accede to Omenuko’s request. These young men are also our children. We all belong to Aru whether we live at home or outside. If Omenuko treats us well, we simply have to cooperate with him.
Remember, too these are the days of the white man. If these young men express a desire at some point to be re turned to their homes, we would have to let them go, that is, if we refuse to liberate them now. If care is not taken,
we might even be in trouble then and they could still go home as they wish, without our having to be paid any
money for that.”
Mazi Oji saw that Ezuma’s words were true, so he asked Ezuma how much he thought they should ask from
Omenuko. His friend suggested that they wait and hear what offer Omenuko makes, then know how to react. They
left the matter at that pending the meting with Nwabueze in the morning.
*
At their meeting the next morning, after they had greeted each other by their praise names and eaten kola,
Nwabueze put before them the object of his mission. Mazi Oji and Ezuma excused themselves and went outside
the house to confer. But they came back soon afterwards and suggested that the discussions be postponed till the
next day to see if Obioha who went to a distant market could be back and participate in the discussions.
Nwabueze agreed to that and they adjourned.
Obioha, however, came back from the market that same night. When he saw his cousin Nwabueze, he was very
delighted and received him very well as if there was no grudge or ill feeling between them. When the two were
conversing alone, Nwabueze told Obioha the purpose of his visit. Obioha was exceedingly pleased when he heard
those words.
“Even if you do not succeed,” he said with tears in his eyes, “I am happy at the initiative.”
*
He then told Nwabueze about some of he other people that Omenuko sold too. Oti had died the previous year
and although Arisa was still alive he had emaciated beyond recognition from a terrible ailment.
“Where does he live?” asked Nwabueze.
“Here, he too lives in this town in an area called Obinkita.”
At this point, Mazi Oji sent for Obioha and told him the reason for his cousin’s visit. Obioha diplomatically
replied that that was a matter between his master Oji and Nwabueze.
“If it suits you, it suits me fine too,” he added.
*
In the morning all the parties again assembled at Mazi Oji’s house and continued the talks. After a short while,
Mazi Oji, Ezuma, Obioha and Elebeke went outside to confer among themselves. While there, Ezuma talked to
them in a proverb, saying,
“Before the plaintiff begins to rejoice about the evidence in his favor, he should make sure that the defendant
has pleaded guilty.” He indirectly alluded that Obioha and Elebeke should first decide if they wanted to be ran somed.
Both of them replied that it was for their masters to say whether they were in favor of Omenuko’s request or
not. Mazi Oji assured them that if their own relation made the move to redeem them, that was a good gesture.
“Aru Elugwu and Aru Ulo are both the same. Therefore we would accede to his request.” Then they all went
back and informed Nwabueze that they would agree to his demands, and furthermore, they would help him to lo cate Arisa.
Nwabueae was very pleased and thanked them profusely. They adjourned the talks at that point. And
Nwabueze retired to Obioha’s house for the night.
*
The following day Nswabueze left for him to give Omenuko an account of his progress so far. Omenuko was
filled with joy and happiness and thanked Nwabueze very much. He wanted to act immediately on Nwabueze’s
agreement with Mazi Oji and Ezuma, therefore, wanted him to go back immediately to implement the decision
reached.
Unfortunately, Nwabueze was bitten by a snake that night and the pain was increasing every moment such that
he could not undertake the journey again. Omenuko appealed to his other brother Okorafo saying:
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“Please, I do not want to lose any time at all. I request you to go immediately to Aru Ulo with Nwabueze’s es cort. When you get there you should pay Maji Oji forty pounds, and pay the same amount to Ezuma. You should
also contact the man in whose house Arisa is living and pay him forty pounds too. You are not a small child, therefore, you must explore every possibility to locate the other young men too.”
Okorafo and Nwabueze’s escorts then left for Aru Ulo. Meanwhile Omenuko sent for a medicine man to treat
Nwabueze’s snake bite.
*
When Okorafo and his men reached Ozuitem, they were arrested by the town guards for violating their night
curfew as they were trying to cross the town at night. The night curfew was in keeping with an initiation cere mony that was going on. Okorafo told the guards that he himself had been initiated so they tested him on the
“password” of the in-group.
“Come then and show us the head of the rope,” they told him.
And he gave the correct answer. He was released but his four companions had not been initiated ever before so
the guards fined them five shillings each and allowed them to continue on their journey. When they reached Mazi
Oji’s house, he immediately recognized Okorafo and called him by name. Later Obioha took Okorafo to his house
to pass the night.
*
In the morning Okorafo told Mazi Oji that he had come in connection with the negotiation which Nwabueze
had begun with him. Mazi Oji then sent for Ezuma for he felt that nothing shouldbe discussed in his absence.
When Ezuma arrived, he went out with Mazj Oji to confer and ater Mazi Oji told Okorafo to repeat to everyone’s
hearing what he said to him previously. Okorafo said,
“Please, my brethren, I was sent by Omenuko to come and continue with you the negotiation which Nwabueze
had started about Obioha, Elebeke and Arisa.” They replied that they still stood on their statements to Nwabueze,
adding:
“These young men are yours as well as ours, so if they agree to go back with you, we have no objection, pro vided we are refunded what we paid for them.”
Okorafo again thanked them for their cooperation. He brought out his bag, counted out and paid forty pounds
for each of the two men. They thanked him very much in return. Obioha and Elezeke stood up and bowed to Mazi
Oji and Mazi Ezuma, and also thanked and shook hands repeatedly with Okorafo.
At the end, Okrafo asked the men about Arisa.
“That is not a difficult problem,” replied Mazi Oji and Mazi Ezuma simultaneously. Mazi Ezuma added:
“I’ll send someone right away to tell him that you are here and you desire to see him.” Elebeke was sent to go
and call Arisa and when he came back, he assured them that Arisa would come as soon as he finished the palm
wine tapping he was doing at that time.
*
When Arisa saw Okorafo, he started to shed tears, but Okorafo begged him to stop. Arisa asked Okorafo about
the condition of numerous people he had known at his master Omenuko’s house. Okorafo assured him that everyone was alive except the two sisters who had died soon after their flight. Arisa expressed his deep sympathy for
the death of Omenuko’s sisters—Nwanu and Udeola. Then Okorafo informed him that the purpose of his visit was
to take him back home with them.
“Are you willing to return with me to our home town?”
Before he could reply, Arisa wanted to know first, the reactions of Obioha and Elebeke to the offer. Okorafo
did not answer that but rather passed on the question to Obioha and Elebeke themselves.
“Accept the offer, Arisa, because we both have accepted it. Okorafo will see to the other details with your master as he has down with our two masers.” Arisa was happy with their advice but he refused to commit himself un til Okorafo had talked with his master.
“As soon as that is done,” he said, “I will be ready to leave with you any time you choose.”
Okorafo was very pleased and promised Arisa that they would come to see his master the next day, but that
they would send someone right away to inform his master hat some visitors would be knocking at his door in the
morning.
*
Arisa then went home to get ready some refreshments he would serve Okorafo and his group when they visit
the next morning. A messenger was dispatched too as Okorafo promised, to Arisa’s master, Okpara. Okpara was
told to stay at home the following day because Mazi Ezuma would be bringing him a special guest.
“That’s fine,” mused Okpara, “a man sitting in the comfort of his home, never develops cramps from waiting
for a guest.”
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He called Arisa and asked him to reserve for him whatever palm wine he tapped the next morning. Arisa was
getting only two jars of wine every morning, so he promised to give one to his master and reserve the other for
himself for the same occasion.
*
In the morning Okpara’s visitors arrived, including Mazi Oji, Mazi Ezuma, Obioha, Elebeke and Okorafo and
his group. After they had eaten kola nut, Okorafo urged Mazi Oji to open the discussion Mazi Oji responded with
a proverb which states that “only relatives of a dead person know which end of the coffin his head is placed”. He
then added that saying the opening words belonged to Okorafo. Okorafo then addressed Okpara saying:
“Please my father; it is to your house that I have come to request you as well as Mazi Oji and Mazi Ezuma, on
behalf of my brother Omenuko, to permit us to redeem our brethren—Obioha, Elebeke, and Arisa. These two
chiefs have already negotiated with me concerning Obioha and Elebeke, so my plea is now to you, Mazi Okpara.”
Okpara then requested to confer with the two chiefs alone for a short while. At their private audience, Mazi Oji
and Mazi Ezuma told Okpara that they had already taken back their ransom money.
“How much then should I ask him to pay me as well?” Okpara wanted to know. The two men advised him simply to tell Okorafo that he had no objection to his plan. When they got back, they told Okorafo that Okpoara had
no objection to his request but however since “you have seen us, what remains is for you to see Okpara. As the
saying goes, if you treat a child the way you treated his playmates, he would be satisfied.”
Okorafo replied that that would not constitute a problem for him. They postponed further discussion till the
next day asserting that something must be wrong if a palm tree bears fruit the very day it sprouts!
Thereafter, Okpara presented them the jar of palm wine he had reserved for them, but no sooner had he pre sented it than Arisa came out with another jar which he gave to Okpara to “please offer this kola to our visitors.”
While they were drinking, Arisa was overheard in private protesting to his master:
“Why couldn’t you at least ask my opinion in the matter?” His master apologized saying:
“You are right, but I did not seek your opinion because Mazi Oji and Mazi Ezuma and your two friends had al ready agreed and so all I did was to go along with them. Furthermore, it was so that I could get a chance to consult you that we postponed further talks till tomorrow.”
Arisa was satisfied with the explanation and the matter was dropped. When they finished drinking, the visitors
left.
*
On their way home, Okorafo asked Mazi Oji if he thought that Arisa was not justified in making that protest to
his master.
“I think Okpara’s behavior in not seeking his opinion was bad,” Mazi Oji answered, and then explained that
Okpara must have acted the way he did because “as you might know, Arisa was not bought with his (Okpara’s)
own money. Arisa was like any other thing that he inherited from his late father.” Elaborating, Okorafo added:
“This sort of thing happens also even with wives; if one’s wife is chosen for him by his parents and it happens
that later in life the young man fights with his wife, he would state that if he had chosen a wife by himself, the last
mistake he would make would be to marry this type of wife his parents chose for him. But in a situation where a
man had the option to choose his wife, he would have no one to blame for whatever the girl he chose turned into
later on. I believe that any sum of money I pay Okpara as ransom for Arisa, I shall be justified and he should re ceive it with gratitude. He invested nothing on Arisa.” Mazi Oji entirely agreed with Okorafo.
*
When they reached home, Okorafo asked Obioha and Eleeke for suggestions on the possible day for their de parture for home. Elebeke assured him that they were at his pleasure and command, having just been liberated by
him. They, therefore, would accept whatever time he judged best for them to begin their journey. Okorafo told
them that they would leave the day after tomorrow, to which both men agreed.
*
He next day, they went back to Okpara’s house. After they had been served kola and drinks, Okorafo implored
them to hasten matters for his sake, but was reminded by Okpara that everything that remained to be done de pended on him {Okorafo) because both he (Okpara) and his servant Arisa had no objections to Okorafo’s proposals.
“In that case then, what comes next?” asked Okorafo.
“I thought I already told you to treat a child like you treated his master and he would be happy,” answered Okpara. Then Okorafo counted thirty pounds and gave it to Okpara saying,
“Take this; you realize that Arisa belongs to all of us.” Mazi Oji interjected that that was the basic consideration
he had for the part he played in the whole affair. Okpara thanked Mazi Oji, and also Okorafo as he accepted the
money.
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He then wanted to know what time Okorafo and the young men intended to set off. Okorafo told him that they
planned to do so early the next day.
“Did you hear that?” Okpara asked Arisa, who answered with:
“My ears are open.”
Okorafo drew Arisa aside and told him to get ready as early as possible.
“Don’t worry about your possessions. Leave everything for your master and avoid any conflict with him.”
Okorafo assured him that Omenuko had made adequate provisions for the rehabilitation of the three of them
just liberated. Arisa agreed to be ready on time. Thus the negotiations were brought to an end. Okorafo thanked
Okapara for his cooperation. …
291.122 1. Excerpt from A Defence of the Ethiopian Movement: “The African Native: His Duties To Himself
And To His Country”\fn{by Prince Bandele Omoniyi (1884-1913)} Lagos, Nigeria (M) 3
… The average educated native stands greatly in need of the cultivation of the loftier, more disinterested and
beneficent faculties.
It just be preached to him. He must be taught by the well-wishers of the race to cultivate the spirits of
benevolence, veneration and conscientiousness, for benevolence desires to diffuse universal happiness; it is not
satisfied with mere self-employment. As long as it sees a sentient being miserable, whom it could render happy, it
desires to do so, and its own satisfaction is not complete till that be accomplished.
Veneration desires to invest both esteem and treat with deference and respect every human being who
manifests virtue and wisdom … The presence of such a spirit will banish all personal jealousies and contempts.
Then and not till then will the race produce men who … will gaze upon the promised land of virtue and happiness
stretched out before their intellectual eyes, who though finding it yet remote will advise and encourage their
fellow-countrymen to yet endure the burden and the heat of the day; for they are moving nearer to the promised
land …
Conscientiousness desires to introduce and maintain an all-pervading justice, a state of Society in which the rights
of the humblest individuals shall not be overlooked but shall be appreciated and rewarded, and in which the pretensions of the egoist and the ambitious shall be circumscribed within the limits of their real deserts.
With the full cultivation and development of these faculties each would realize what his duties as a citizen are, and
each will be better able to perform them according to the awareness of his powers.
These three faculties of benevolence, veneration and conscientiousness will naturally bring in their trains hope, the
cultivation of negative race pride, industriousness and daring and enterprising spirits. Hope will smooth and gild the
whole vista of futurity presented to the mind’s eye and will represent every good as attainable and every desire as possible to be fulfilled.
Then the native will, if he has been guilty of crime in the past, cease to despise his own race and color; he will then
be more industrious and will then realize to the full that “nothing attempted, nothing done.”
The present state of things holds out no very bright prospect for the future. The average educated native is from
time to time saying,
“I don’t meddle with politics. I attend to my business.”
He pinned his faith to the tricks of politics and the whims of politicians. He has entrusted to others what he can do
for himself. He attends to his … “business” and no more.
But has this attention to “one’s business” done sufficient, nay, any justice to the many who have attended to so
many hopeless business[es]? Do not the hands of the clock show us that things are going from bad to worse? This is
so, because the men who look after the politics do so, not because they care a little about your welfare, but because
you unthinkingly pay the taxes they feed upon. How long will this continue?
Are you content with your position of today, regardless of your neighbors and of what tomorrow may bring? If this
continued, fifty years today other writers, other editors, other men will have to discuss your wrongs, and that, too, in
fifty shades worse. At this time and at this particular junction renewed energies should be put forward by the natives,
energies that would be felt and respected in every quarter. Let the foundations of the future Rome be laid today …
Remember that you are a sheep among wolves. Pretend neither at trying conclusions with the wolf nor suffer him
to overawe and cow your spirit. In the best possible ways that precaution for the future. Establish proper-managed organization with a definite aim and purpose, for it is the only agency through which you will obtain results that would
subserve to your highest good. …
The cultivation of the three faculties of benevolence, veneration and conscientiousness, the establishment of different local organizations and the production of giant minds are the only means to lead the way to the solution of our
vexed questions …
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*
… The British Empire as it is today is a standard institution; within it arise and flourish all the various arts and activities which are regulated for social ends in any well-constituted and defined community. It is composed of the
“Jews and Gentiles” who, as individuals, are dynamic, for they possess some powers for the promotion of the welfare
of the person and of the happiness of the social life, and which they are expected to co-exert for the promotion of the
civic unity in which they dwell.
British citizenship, as well as the citizenship of any country, demands the submission of all the individual voluntary powers to a superintendence which shall thoroughly penetrate them and make them the instrument and agents of
civilized life—a life in which the state of the citizens is made the care of the empire.
This state, in the opinion of J.S. Mill, implies three conditions. The people for whom the form of government is intended must be willing to accept, or at least not so unwilling as to oppose an insurmountable obstacle to, its establishment. They must be able and willing to do what is necessary to keep it standing, and they must be willing and able to
do what it requires of them to enable it to fulfill its purposes.
The word “do” must be understood as including forbearances as well as acts. They must be capable of fulfilling the
condition of action and the conditions of self-restraint which are necessary either for keeping the established policy in
existence or for enabling it to achieve the ends, its conduciveness to which forms its recommendation.
*
The prime duty of any Government I take it, then, is to plan, pass, administer and realize the laws or arrangements
it makes in such a manner as to ensure its permanency; then to maintain and preserve the static equilibrium of class
and class and man and man by upholding the law, which is the highest expression of justice attained by the particular
Government or State.
Law, then, is the basis of ay State or Government, and unless the observance of the law is impartially enforced, disorganization must ensue; and in so far as the laws of a State are unequal, or are administered without impartiality, that
State is in an unsafe condition, for there will always be the danger that those who are neglected, oppressed or used unjustly may rebel and so operate for the destruction of the Government, if not of the State. It is then the bounden duty
of any proper Government to administer justice in accordance with the law, and as far as possible to bring the law into
harmony with equity.
In order that all the constituent members of any Empire, State or Government may do their respective parts in the
conservation and progress of that Empire, State or Government, it is also the further bounden duty to observe the
claims of justice, and not only induce, but, if necessary enforce obedience to the law in all personal matters. If it maintains justice by law and preserves the rights of persons, not of classes, “sedition” or “mutiny” in any shape will be unjustifiable; but if it disregards the rights of persons and of classes, and refuses to maintain justice by law, then the noble, true and brave hearts, to whom a call from the trump of God came to vindicate the rights of the oppressed, will,
however Conservatism may reign in the community, be justified in their attempts to disrupt the State and to infringe
its integrity as a political unity.
Nay, not only will they be justified, but they may expect and may succeed to get the support and co-operation of all
patriotic men.
*
But the forcible attempts to improve the Government [by agitation] is neither cheering nor justifiable if the law
supplies a just and proper course of procedure for the attainment of reform and the carrying out of those measures
which are deemed necessary by the members of the State to suit the age. For membership in a State implies a participation in the advantages which the State can confer, concurrence in the objects aimed at by the State, and submission
to all the legal requirements of the State.
A citizen is therefore a member of a community and a commonwealth in regard to the management of which he is
consulted either directly or indirectly, and for the performance of the duties incurred on account of the social policy he
is liable both personally and pecuniarily.
And that a citizen may be so in the rue sense of the word he ought, by the best of his own judgment, to exercise all
the powers which the law confers on him. The chief and most important of these exercises is his power to vote, for by
it he makes a solemn registration of his devotion to the Government, and above all, of the essentially earnest, wellconsidered and duly –determined-upon course which he is desirous of seeing pursued in regard to civic matters.
Citizenship, therefore, implies right and duty, the two must important correlatives out of which, I am told, law
merged. The neglect of duty is punished by withdrawal of right, and performance of duty is rewarded with civic protection and social respect and honor.
Citizenship secures rights and enforces duties.
*
The idea, on the native question, has not been realized by the administrators in he hands of whom his future des207

tiny has been placed; … whilst the native is compelled to chant at every moment of his life “duties”, he is told h
should never allow the demand for “rights” to cross his lips.
If he dares to suggest that rights and duties are correlatives and must go tether, he is stamped with the badge of
troublemonger, mischiefmonger and seditionmonger.
But why should it be so in such a standard institution as the British Empire you ask? The apologist told us:
“The natives are savages, uneducated and uncivilized men who are not capable of using their facilities.”
The reply appears to be very seductive, but must be rejected on many grounds as unworthy and groundless.
But what is civilization? And what is savagery? Civilization I take to be an organized combination and co-operation which profess to work for the preservation and improvement of the individual by the exercise of common counsels and the exertion of common powers.
And what is savagery? Savagery I take to be the tyranny of the stronger over the weaker—as when a stronger man
knocks down a weaker man and claims all the valuables on his victim and cruelly and shamefully ill-treats him: that is
savagery.
It applies to States as well as to individuals, and the present system of brute-force Imperialism—as demonstrated in
the Natal Administration in the treatment of Dinizulu—is savagery. …
But is the African native as an individual a savage? His courteous spirit to those who are courteous to him, his hospitality to strangers, his respect for those who respect him, his admiration of what is right and noble, all combine to
answer in the negative.
But the apologist still insists on his impertinent question. But what account can you give for the personal violence
… not uncommon under the tribal system of government?
Yes. In the early history of Africa, not unlike the early history of any country in the tribal stage … plundering and
ravaging were freely indulged …
Again, is it a fact that he is not capable of using his faculty?
But does illiteracy imply that a man is bereft of reason? If so, in that respect the happy and merry England must be
in a sad plight, for there are at present 19,758 illiterates in England and Wales, 2,041 in Scotland and 12,510 in Ire land, and these men from time to time give not their mere voice but their solemn registration of devotion to the Em pire.
If illiteracy does not imply absence of reason, why then is the African native deprived of his solemn registration of
devotion to the Empire?
*
As matters stand at present he had made no pledge, and therefore has no promise to fulfill. He is deprived of right
whilst duty is imposed on him. But the absence of right or disability must necessarily imply the absence of duty or
disabilities.
Society cannot exist as a community without mutual understanding among its members of what is optional, permissible and within the scope of individual duty, what is imperative and absolutely necessary to be done. Otherwise
social life is impossible and civilization would become nothing but a splendid tyranny, specious despotism and a fatal
sham.
The great charms and blessings of civilization are mutual aid, mutual reliance, associated effort, and the right to
trust in one another. It would be impossible to obtain any confidence, dependence and co-operation unless a mutuality
of interests, rights and duties were guaranteed by a common understanding. It is only common understanding which
imparts to Society the structural cement which holds it together.
In its absence the elements of repulsion would gain such ascendancy in the community that it would dissipate into
a multitude of individual self-wills …
290.179 The Origin Of Our People IV\fn{by Obi Nma Monye (c.1884-after 1979)} Asasba, Delta State, Nigeria (M) 2
Nnebisi is the acknowledged founder of Asaba. His mother was a woman called Diaba, from Nteje, and his fa ther, Ikenga was a banished prince from the royal household of the Attah of Igala.
One of the earliest settlers at Asaba, according to tradition was one Ezeanyanwu. When Ikenga was banished
from Igala, he took refuge with his followers at Asaba in the household of Ezeanyanwu. Here he was quite obedi ent and Ezeanyanwu offered him protection.
*
At this time, there was a maid-servant named Diaba, pawned to Ezeanyanwu, and she was from Nteje. Ikenga
felt attracted to Diaba and within a short period of time she became pregnant.
In order to escape the wrath of Ezeanyanwu, his overlord, Ikenga secretly made arrangements for Diaba to run
away to Nteje. She fled and for months she stayed there until she had the child who turned out to be a boy.
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The child Diaba gave birth to was called Nnebisi (“Ka enebe isi nwa nkaa,” i.e. “Let us watch this child and
see what luck it brings with it”).
*
The child grew strong and after some time, youths of his age could not challenge him in anything having to do
with physical strength. He was however not happy in his mother’s hometown because, not being a full fledged citizen, he was often abused and cheated.
There was at Nteje an annual festival and during this festival, a cow was let loose for people to get hold of it.
Any individual who could catch it was often rewarded with the tail. The cow was used for sacrifice to a particular
juju in the town of Nteje during the festival.
On one occasion, Nnebisi caught the cow three times but every time he did, the cow was let loose again be cause since he was not a full citizen of the town, he should not be allowed to catch the cow in order to have the
tail as a reward. Nnebisi became angry and discontented with his mother’s kinsmen. He therefore made up his
mind to find out the birth place and home of his father so that he could return.
*
One day, he went to his mother and requested that if she failed to disclose to him who his father was, she
would be killed. Diaba, Nnebisi’s mothers promised to tell Nnebisi the place of his father but informed him that
he was too young to go back. Nnebisi refused to listen and in order to discourage him, his mother further sub jected him to a series of trials and each time, he convinced his mother of his maturity.
On an agreed date, Diaba and Nnebisi left Nteje and took the route which would eventually lead to a place by
the River Niger. On the way, Nnebisi killed an animal and put it in the bag he hung on his shoulder together with
his cutlass.
When they arrived at the bank of the River Niger, Diaba showed Nnebisi a dark spot on the other side of the
Niger side, i.e. the Western portion (a place called Asaba). Since Nnebisi could not get across the River Niger, he
sought the help of an Igala canoeman, who agreed to ferry him across. Having got to the Western side of the River
Niger, Nnebisi rewarded the Igala canoeman with some part of the animal he had killed, and in addition they both
decided to establish friendly relations and they took oaths of allegiance to each other.
*
When Nnebisi got to Asaba he began to look for one Ikenga whom his mother told him was his father. As soon
as they found each other, Ikenga helped Nnebisi secure a piece of land along the bank of the River Niger and there
Nnebisi was advised by Ikenga not to reveal his identity.
Here Nnebisi lived by hunting and farming and shortly after made more friends from the Igala traders and canoemen who were also friends of Ezeanyanwu—one of the earliest settlers of Asaba and Ikenga’s overload.
*
Nnebisi was fond of giving the Igala people meat whenever he made some catch. On some occasions he sent
meat to their Chief at Igarra named Atta Olu.
The Chief was greatly pleased with Nnebisi. As a reward for his kindness, the Atta at one time sent Nnebisi,
and one of his other friends at Illah, two maidens to be their wives. The elder of the two girls went to Illah while
the younger one stayed at Asaba and became Nnebisi’s wife. The younger girl who became Nnebisits wife was
called Ujom while the elder one (Tormaka) went to Illah.
Nnebisi’s wife Ujom later gave birth to Ezeumunne, Ojife the princess; and one (h).\fn{ I am unable to find a definition of this symbol. It appears again, where it is twice capitalized and seems to either be or stand for a male name; but the last time for a fe male person.} Ezeumunne later gave birth to Ugboma Agu and Iyagba; while One (h) begot Ajaji, Onaje and Ezenei.

As time went on, the children and family of Nnebisi prospered and Ezeanyanwu out of fear and jealousy at
Nnebisi’s prosperity decided to make himself king of the Asaba people.
*
Ezeanyanwu's plan to become king did not please Ikenga. He sent and revealed Ezeanyanwu’s plan to Nnebisi
and asked him to keep it secret. Ikenga wished his son Nnebisi to be king instead. He therefore secretly began to
work towards it.
On the day Ezeanyanwu proposed to take the title he detided to go to the farm in the morning so that he could
take the title in the afternoon. As soon as he left for the farm, Ikenga hurriedly began to carry out his plans of
making Nnebisi King.
When Ezeanyanwu was returning home in the afternoon he stopped on the way to pluck some fruits— ojiogodo for his children. When he had finished the plucking the fruit, he began to hasten home in order to take title,
but unfortunately, he was late because by the time he got home, Nnebisi had taken the title and he could hear
sounds of trumpet and jubilation.
*
209

He became a disappointed and desperate man.
He first of all declared it forbidden for any of his descendants, that is, present day Idumuodikpe in Ezenei
Quarters, ever to taste the oji-ogodo fruit. Secondly, out of frustration, he began to make plans to kill Nnebisi.
It is the tradition of the land that anybody who is the King should take the lead in offering sacrifices to the an cestral spirits in the Ani shrine. Ezeanyanwu, knowing fully well that Nnebisi would now offer the sacrifice, hid
some poison underneath the shrine so that he would be killed if he decided to go and perform the sacrifice.
As fate would have it, Ikenga, Nnebisi’s father, found out early about the plans. He hastened to Nnebisi and
told him all about it. He further warned Nnebisi not to say anything to Ezeanyanwu until he was asked to do so.
Secretly, Ikenga advised Nnebisi to tell Ezeanyanwu that an oracle had advised that it was he (Ikenga) and not
Nnebisi that was to perform the sacrifice.
On the day of the ritual, Ezeanyanwu was therefore told that an oracle decreed that Ikenga should perform the
sacrifice. Knowing fully well that nothing could be done now, Ezeanyanwu agreed and Ikenga was asked to lead
in the ritual.
Ikenga died as he was performing the ritual as a result of the poison hidden there by Ezeanyanwu. He was
given a hero's burial by his son Nnebisi. In addition Nnebisi made a wooden plate—okwa—which he filled with
mud, some white chalk (nzu) and put some cowris (ego ayaka) around it, after which he named it Ikenga Nnebisi
in remembrance of his father. He then placed this okwa in the ancestral land.
Today, at Asaba, no freeborn can go to perform rituals at Nnebisi’s Ani, only slaves or foreigners can do so on
behalf of the Asaba people. This is because it is believed that any freeborn who goes to perform the ritual is indirectly worshipping the slave that died there.
*
Nnebisi and his descendants were named ochubanta ewelu Ani, meaning that “the hunter has taken possession
of the land.” The people of Obodo-Achalla, seeing that Nnebisi’s descendants were increasing rapidly, went to the
Benin people and arranged with them to wage war on the Asaba people in order to slay them. Rumour about the
war reached the Asaba people in time and they decided to flee.
When the Benin people eventually came, they found nobody and as they were chasing the Asaba people, two
animals, Edi (civet cat) and Ekwulo (greater plantain eater), came and erased all the footprints left by the Asaba
people. Instead they excreted all over the place so that the Benins could not find out the direction to which the
Asaba people fled.
In anger, the Benins fell upon the people of Obodo-Achalla and massacred them. Today the Asaba people re gard the Edi and Ekwulo as sacred-animals—and as a result they are neither killed nor eaten, as it is believed that
if not for them they would all have died.
*
Nnebisi gave birth to Ojife (daughter) Ezeumurine and One (h). Ezeumunne in turn gave birth to Ugboma, Agu
and Iyagba while One (h) gave birth to Ajaji, Onaje and Ezenei.
The children of Iyagba did not survive. Asaba today is made up of five main Quarters who are the direct descendants of Nnebisi. They are Ezenei, Ugbomanta, Urnuagu, Umuaji and Umuonaje.
We are told that Nnebisi brought Onishe. Some people dispute this but most Asaba people agree that he
brought this juju from Nteje. It was at that spot where Onishe is that Nnebisi first settled before he became King.
109.40 The Two Girls: A Folktale\fn{told by an unnamed Hausa informant (before 1886- )} Northern Nigeria (M?) 3
One of two girls said to her sister,
“I am more beautiful than you.” Her sister replied,
“I am more beautiful than you.” The first girl said,
“If you are more beautiful than I, come, let us go into the world. Let us see who gets the most goods.” Her
sister said,
“Very well.”
When they got ready, they departed. They came to a certain town, and they said to the people,
“Which of us is the more beautiful? To the one whom you deem the more beautiful, you must give presents.”
Some persons liked one of the sisters, some the other, so they gave them both presents in that town. They
departed and went to another town. When the sisters arrived there, the people again made them presents, and they
passed on. After they had gone on in this way, the younger sister had received much property. They traveled
through many countries and then returned home.
As they were returning home, they came to the shore of a lake. Their cows and their goats and everything they
had received, they brought with them to that place, and they were drinking water. When they had drunk water and
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were satisfied, the younger sister began to draw water for herself. The elder sister said to her,
“Bring me water, that I may drink.” She said,
“All right.” She went, took some water, and brought it to her sister. Her elder sister said to her,
“This water is not good. Your sheep and your goats and your cows have drunk; bring me something to drink, as
well. I do not want to go myself. Bring me some water that is good.”
She did this because she was jealous of her sister. The younger sister went, and said,
“From this?” Her elder sister said,
“Not from that. Go further.”
She went to a deep place, and there she fell into the water and was lost. The elder sister took all the goods and
carried them home. When they asked her, “Where is your friend?” she said to them, “She is lost.” When they
asked her where, she said to them, “In the sea.”
As they were sitting down, her younger brother went secretly to feed his sheep on the shore of the sea, and,
singing the name of his sister, he said,
“Come home.”
So he was there singing and calling the name of his sister. After waiting a little while, he saw his sister coming
out of the water and walking toward him. He saluted her. She sat down, combing the hair of his head and
anointing it with oil. Then she said to him,
“I shall now go home.” He said to her,
“To which house are you going?” She said to him,
“I am going into the water.”
She went and fell into the water, and he saw her no more. In the evening, he returned home and told the people,
“I have seen my sister.”
They said, “It is not true,” and they did not believe him.
The next day he went, and on other days he sat down there feeding his flock and singing his song. She came
out of the water and walked to him, saluting him, and he received her salutation. They sat down there the whole of
the day. In the evening, his younger sister went and fell again into the water, and he returned home. Again, he told
the people,
“It is true, I have seen her.” He said to them,
“If you wish to see her, turn yourselves into sheep, and tomorrow we shall go, and you shall see her.” They
said to him,
“Very good.”
When it began to dawn, they turned themselves into sheep and went to the feeding place. When they had gone
to the field together with his mother and his father, after turning themselves into sheep, the younger brother came
to the mouth of the sea and sat down, singing his song. She came out of the water and saluted him. They sat down,
conversing together. She said to him,
“Before this, you did not have so many sheep.” He said to her,
“I did have them.” She replied,
“I do not believe it.”
The sheep were eating the grass and looking at her. In the evening, she said to him,
“I am going home.” He said,
“Very well.”
She combed the hair of his head, anointed it with oil, and made him plaits, then went home. He said to them,
“Have you seen your daughter?” They said,
“Certainly, we have seen her. She combed the hair of your head and anointed it with oil. We saw her; certainly
it was she.” They said,
“How shall we manage to get her again?”
There was a certain man there, the son of a king. He said to them,
“If I get her out of the water, will you give her to me in marriage?” They said,
“Yes, certainly, we will give her to you, to marry her.” He said,
“Very good.”
He turned himself into a leper. His whole face was not nice, and his hands were full of leprosy. The people did
not know he did it on purpose. He said to them,
“When I have gone into the water, and you observe the water turning white, you must not rejoice. When you
see the water turning black, you must scream, but not rejoice. When you see the water turning red, then rejoice.”
They said,
“Very good.”
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He took a razor and his knife and went into the water. After saluting the girl’s husband, he said,
“Are you well, king of the water?”
Dodo\fn{“Dodo is not human, but he speaks human languages and often marries human wives. He is an ogre with creative potential.
He has married the younger sister and kept her prisoner under the water.” } answered,
“Quite well.” He said to him,
“Do you wish me to shave you?” Dodo replied,
“I wish it.” The man said,
“Very good.”
He pulled out his razor to shave Dodo, and the people noticed the water turning very white. After waiting a
little, they observed the water turning very red, so they began to rejoice, beating their drums and playing. The man
brought the girl out of the water. Her parents saw her and rejoiced with tears. The man took his wife, brought her
to his house, and married her.
Whenever she prepared food, she would bring him his portion in a dish that was not nice or was dirty. She did
not love him. She did not wash his plates after eating; she left them dirty. She gave him water to drink out of a
calabash that was not clean. On a certain day, he called the people together in the public court and told the people,
“You see that this dish from which I eat my food is not nice, and from this calabash that is not clean I drink my
water. My wife does not love me, because my body is not nice. Today, when I have gone to my house, I shall
change my body.” They said,
“We have seen them all.”
He went, washed his hands, washed his whole body, and changed his body, and it looked fine. All his leprosy
left him. A certain woman ran, told this to the girl, and said,
“Your husband, whom you do not love, has made himself very fine today. Go quickly, wash his dish and his
drinking calabash, wash them well!” She said,
“Very good.”
She rose, washed the dish, and washed the calabash, and washed them well. She cooked very good food and
put it in the dish. She put it aside and waited a little while until it was dry.
Her husband came home and went into his house. He saw that his dish and his calabash had been washed, and
he saw the good food in them. He said to his wife,
“As for me, I do not wish to eat from this dish that is clean; I do not wish to drink out of this calabash that is
now clean. Give it to me in my dish that is dirty, so that I may eat it, and give it to me in my calabash that is not
nice, so that I may drink. I do not want to eat from this clean dish and drink from this clean calabash unless you
go and bring the tail of a young lion and wash the dish and the calabash with it. Then I shall eat and drink out of
them.” She said,
“Very well.” She went into her room and sat down and said to herself,
“How can I manage to get the tail of the child of a lion?” She went and discussed this with another woman and
said,
“My husband will not drink from the calabash that is clean, nor will he eat from the dish that is clean. He says
that 1 should go and bring the tail of the child of a lion, that I should wash the plate and the calabash with it, and
only then will he eat and drink out of them.” The woman said to her,
“This is what you have done to him; he now takes vengeance on you.” The woman said,
“I will help you. Go, prepare some corn, wash it, and leave the pure corn so that the flies may fall into it. Take
the flies and boil them, then take them and go into the forest. When you have gone and seen the mother of the
young lion, climb a tree and sit there. When the mother of the young lion opens her mouth, pour the flies into her
mouth quickly, and you will get the tail of the child of the lion.” She said,
“Very good.”
She went into her house, took corn, soaked it, washed the corn, took the water of the corn, and put it aside.
When the flies had got in, she took all the flies and boiled them; then she took them and went into the forest.
There, she met the mother of the young lions. The mother of the young lions was plaiting the hair of a hyena.
When she was tired, she opened her mouth. The woman, quickly taking some of the flies, passed them into the
mouth of the mother of the young lions, and the mother of the young lions ate them. Again, after waiting a little
while, she opened the lion’s mouth and poured the flies into it as before. The mother of the young lions said to the
hyena,
“Go to your home. I am tired today.”
The hyena did not know that the mother of the young lions felt sweet when she said that she was tired. The
hyena went. The mother of the young lions got up and looked up the tree, but she could not see anyone. She said,
“Who is up there in the tree?” The woman answered,
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“It is I, a woman.” She said,
“Why can you not come down?” She answered,
“If I come down, your children will eat me.” She said,
“Oh, no, no, they will not eat you. Come down.”
The young woman went down, took the remainder of the flies, and gave them to the mother of the young
lions. The mother of the young lions said,
“What do you want, coming to this place?” The woman said to her,
“I want the tail of one of your children.” She said,
“Very well, come, let me hide you so that they cannot see you when they come home.” She said,
“Very good.”
The woman went into the storeroom, and the mother of the young lions covered her over. When she had
covered her and the evening came, her children arrived and perceived the smell of a human being. They said,
“Oh, mother! Today we perceive the smell of a human being!” She said to them,
“It is a lie. Where do you sense the smell of a human being?” She was crying and said,
“You suppose that there is a smell of a human being, but I do not perceive it?”
The father of the young lions came home and said to her, “Sit down. Why are you crying?”
When they went to sleep, the mother of the young lions did not go to sleep but said to the woman,
“Come out. Go, cut off the tail of the smallest of the young lions.” She said,
“Very well.” Then the mother of the young lions said to her,
“If you see that there is a light in the room, do not come in, because they are not yet asleep. But when you see
that the room is very dark, go in, they will all be asleep.” She said,
“Very good.”
The woman, taking her little knife out of her pocket, went. But, seeing light in the room, she ran, came and hid
herself, and said,
“They are not asleep.” The young lions came to their mother’s place, and said,
“Mother, we have seen a human being!” She said to them,
“It is a lie!” She said,
“Go, lie down again and sleep.”
When they had gone and had fallen asleep, the woman came and saw that the room was dark. She went in,
touched the little one, the youngest of the lion’s children, and cut off its tail. The mother of the young lions said to
the woman,
“Run quickly, and go to your town.” The woman said,
“Very good.” She went running; she had got the tail of the young lion.
In the morning, one of the children of the lion got up and said, “I am rising with my tail erect.” The next one
also got up, saying,
“I rise with my tail erect.”
When they had all got up with their tails, the youngest one got up and said, “I have left but the stump of a tail,”
for he got up without a tail. He said,
“Who is it who has cut off the tail of the youngest of the lion’s children?” They took up their drums, they were
drumming, saying,
“Backwards! Backwards! He who cut off the tail of the lion’s child, let him come back!”
The woman turned back a very little way. The mother of the young lions, seeing from a distance that the
woman was turning back, said to her children,
“Give me your drums. I myself will beat these drums.” So now she was drumming and saying,
“Forward! forward!”
And the woman went forward, running. She came to the town, bringing with her the tail of the young lion. She
went into her house, washed the dish with the tail of the young lion, and washed the calabash with it. Then she
dried them, put food in the dish, and poured water into the calabash. She brought the food to her husband and
brought the water to her husband. He put his hand in it and did eat his food. He was pleased.
From that day, the woman knew that her husband was the son of a king.
290.179 The Origin Of Our People IV\fn{by Obi Nma Monye (c.1884-after 1979)} Asasba, Delta State, Nigeria (M) 2
Nnebisi is the acknowledged founder of Asaba. His mother was a woman called Diaba, from Nteje, and his fa ther, Ikenga was a banished prince from the royal household of the Attah of Igala.
One of the earliest settlers at Asaba, according to tradition was one Ezeanyanwu. When Ikenga was banished
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from Igala, he took refuge with his followers at Asaba in the household of Ezeanyanwu. Here he was quite obedi ent and Ezeanyanwu offered him protection.
*
At this time, there was a maid-servant named Diaba, pawned to Ezeanyanwu, and she was from Nteje. Ikenga
felt attracted to Diaba and within a short period of time she became pregnant.
In order to escape the wrath of Ezeanyanwu, his overlord, Ikenga secretly made arrangements for Diaba to run
away to Nteje. She fled and for months she stayed there until she had the child who turned out to be a boy.
The child Diaba gave birth to was called Nnebisi (“Ka enebe isi nwa nkaa,” i.e. “Let us watch this child and
see what luck it brings with it”).
*
The child grew strong and after some time, youths of his age could not challenge him in anything having to do
with physical strength. He was however not happy in his mother’s hometown because, not being a full fledged citizen, he was often abused and cheated.
There was at Nteje an annual festival and during this festival, a cow was let loose for people to get hold of it.
Any individual who could catch it was often rewarded with the tail. The cow was used for sacrifice to a particular
juju in the town of Nteje during the festival.
On one occasion, Nnebisi caught the cow three times but every time he did, the cow was let loose again be cause since he was not a full citizen of the town, he should not be allowed to catch the cow in order to have the
tail as a reward. Nnebisi became angry and discontented with his mother’s kinsmen. He therefore made up his
mind to find out the birth place and home of his father so that he could return.
*
One day, he went to his mother and requested that if she failed to disclose to him who his father was, she
would be killed. Diaba, Nnebisi’s mothers promised to tell Nnebisi the place of his father but informed him that
he was too young to go back. Nnebisi refused to listen and in order to discourage him, his mother further sub jected him to a series of trials and each time, he convinced his mother of his maturity.
On an agreed date, Diaba and Nnebisi left Nteje and took the route which would eventually lead to a place by
the River Niger. On the way, Nnebisi killed an animal and put it in the bag he hung on his shoulder together with
his cutlass.
When they arrived at the bank of the River Niger, Diaba showed Nnebisi a dark spot on the other side of the
Niger side, i.e. the Western portion (a place called Asaba). Since Nnebisi could not get across the River Niger, he
sought the help of an Igala canoeman, who agreed to ferry him across. Having got to the Western side of the River
Niger, Nnebisi rewarded the Igala canoeman with some part of the animal he had killed, and in addition they both
decided to establish friendly relations and they took oaths of allegiance to each other.
*
When Nnebisi got to Asaba he began to look for one Ikenga whom his mother told him was his father. As soon
as they found each other, Ikenga helped Nnebisi secure a piece of land along the bank of the River Niger and there
Nnebisi was advised by Ikenga not to reveal his identity.
Here Nnebisi lived by hunting and farming and shortly after made more friends from the Igala traders and canoemen who were also friends of Ezeanyanwu—one of the earliest settlers of Asaba and Ikenga’s overload.
*
Nnebisi was fond of giving the Igala people meat whenever he made some catch. On some occasions he sent
meat to their Chief at Igarra named Atta Olu.
The Chief was greatly pleased with Nnebisi. As a reward for his kindness, the Atta at one time sent Nnebisi,
and one of his other friends at Illah, two maidens to be their wives. The elder of the two girls went to Illah while
the younger one stayed at Asaba and became Nnebisi’s wife. The younger girl who became Nnebisits wife was
called Ujom while the elder one (Tormaka) went to Illah.
Nnebisi’s wife Ujom later gave birth to Ezeumunne, Ojife the princess; and one (h).\fn{ I am unable to find a definition of this symbol. It appears again, where it is twice capitalized and seems to either be or stand for a male name; but the last time for a fe male person.} Ezeumunne later gave birth to Ugboma Agu and Iyagba; while One (h) begot Ajaji, Onaje and Ezenei.

As time went on, the children and family of Nnebisi prospered and Ezeanyanwu out of fear and jealousy at
Nnebisi’s prosperity decided to make himself king of the Asaba people.
*
Ezeanyanwu's plan to become king did not please Ikenga. He sent and revealed Ezeanyanwu’s plan to Nnebisi
and asked him to keep it secret. Ikenga wished his son Nnebisi to be king instead. He therefore secretly began to
work towards it.
On the day Ezeanyanwu proposed to take the title he detided to go to the farm in the morning so that he could
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take the title in the afternoon. As soon as he left for the farm, Ikenga hurriedly began to carry out his plans of
making Nnebisi King.
When Ezeanyanwu was returning home in the afternoon he stopped on the way to pluck some fruits— ojiogodo for his children. When he had finished the plucking the fruit, he began to hasten home in order to take title,
but unfortunately, he was late because by the time he got home, Nnebisi had taken the title and he could hear
sounds of trumpet and jubilation.
*
He became a disappointed and desperate man.
He first of all declared it forbidden for any of his descendants, that is, present day Idumuodikpe in Ezenei
Quarters, ever to taste the oji-ogodo fruit. Secondly, out of frustration, he began to make plans to kill Nnebisi.
It is the tradition of the land that anybody who is the King should take the lead in offering sacrifices to the an cestral spirits in the Ani shrine. Ezeanyanwu, knowing fully well that Nnebisi would now offer the sacrifice, hid
some poison underneath the shrine so that he would be killed if he decided to go and perform the sacrifice.
As fate would have it, Ikenga, Nnebisi’s father, found out early about the plans. He hastened to Nnebisi and
told him all about it. He further warned Nnebisi not to say anything to Ezeanyanwu until he was asked to do so.
Secretly, Ikenga advised Nnebisi to tell Ezeanyanwu that an oracle had advised that it was he (Ikenga) and not
Nnebisi that was to perform the sacrifice.
On the day of the ritual, Ezeanyanwu was therefore told that an oracle decreed that Ikenga should perform the
sacrifice. Knowing fully well that nothing could be done now, Ezeanyanwu agreed and Ikenga was asked to lead
in the ritual.
Ikenga died as he was performing the ritual as a result of the poison hidden there by Ezeanyanwu. He was
given a hero's burial by his son Nnebisi. In addition Nnebisi made a wooden plate—okwa—which he filled with
mud, some white chalk (nzu) and put some cowris (ego ayaka) around it, after which he named it Ikenga Nnebisi
in remembrance of his father. He then placed this okwa in the ancestral land.
Today, at Asaba, no freeborn can go to perform rituals at Nnebisi’s Ani, only slaves or foreigners can do so on
behalf of the Asaba people. This is because it is believed that any freeborn who goes to perform the ritual is indirectly worshipping the slave that died there.
*
Nnebisi and his descendants were named ochubanta ewelu Ani, meaning that “the hunter has taken possession
of the land.” The people of Obodo-Achalla, seeing that Nnebisi’s descendants were increasing rapidly, went to the
Benin people and arranged with them to wage war on the Asaba people in order to slay them. Rumour about the
war reached the Asaba people in time and they decided to flee.
When the Benin people eventually came, they found nobody and as they were chasing the Asaba people, two
animals, Edi (civet cat) and Ekwulo (greater plantain eater), came and erased all the footprints left by the Asaba
people. Instead they excreted all over the place so that the Benins could not find out the direction to which the
Asaba people fled.
In anger, the Benins fell upon the people of Obodo-Achalla and massacred them. Today the Asaba people re gard the Edi and Ekwulo as sacred-animals—and as a result they are neither killed nor eaten, as it is believed that
if not for them they would all have died.
*
Nnebisi gave birth to Ojife (daughter) Ezeumurine and One (h). Ezeumunne in turn gave birth to Ugboma, Agu
and Iyagba while One (h) gave birth to Ajaji, Onaje and Ezenei.
The children of Iyagba did not survive. Asaba today is made up of five main Quarters who are the direct descendants of Nnebisi. They are Ezenei, Ugbomanta, Urnuagu, Umuaji and Umuonaje.
We are told that Nnebisi brought Onishe. Some people dispute this but most Asaba people agree that he
brought this juju from Nteje. It was at that spot where Onishe is that Nnebisi first settled before he became King.
120.80 The Child At The Back 2. The Orphans 3. The Hungry Man 4. The Story Of The People With Many
Heads: Four Folktales\fn{by Ingila Kokde (1887-1984)} Kaltungo, Gombe State, northeastern Nigeria (M) 6
1
There was a woman, who used to give birth to children who never survived. So she said to God:
“Please.”
She said, if he would give her a child-of-the-back, so that she would be carrying him on her back, there would
be no problems!
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Of course God truly did it, and she gave birth to the child
When she put the child onto her lap, she refused. The mother took her and put her on her back. She was always
on her mother’s back.
So it was.
When she wanted to take a bath, she wanted to give her to somebody, but she refused, and said she was the
child-of-the-back. When she wanted to give her to somebody, she refused and said, she was the child-of-the-back.
Always when they went to the farm, they were together. When they went, she put her down and set her on the
ground and did her work. When she wanted to get up, she said:
“You, mother, where do you go? She is the child-of-the-back.”
The mother took her and put her on her back, at the same time carrying firewood on her head. Then they went
home.
So it was.
She said, what could she do to this thing?
The people said it is not what she had asked for; she do it like that, it is what she had asked for herself. God
had helped her. So she should stay like that with it.
When she went to the farm and cut firewood, she put it beside the child and said: All right, let her take care of
the firewood, she (the mother) would come back, all right? Then she left secretly and left that thing\fn{ I.e., the
child.} behind.
When somebody would pass, she would cry,
“I am the child-of-the-back.” When somebody would pass after cutting firewood, she would say,
“I am the child-of-the-back.”
A certain woman sat down patiently, put down her firewood, then took her and put her on her back, and went
home with her. When she went and wanted to take a bath, she said she would put her down. But she said:
“I am the child-of-the-back.”
She was just fed up. And the child said: No, she was the child-of-the-back, she would not come down. So that
woman took the bath like that, with the child placed on the back, and then she came back home.
When she got home, there was no means by which she could play a trick on the child to let her come down.
Then she went to the farm. After she had bgone there, she saw an old woman taking [a] bath. She said to her,
could she take this thing here, so that she could take her own bath. Then she took the child, the other one then
went away secretly and fled. When the old woman realized what was done to her, she said:
“Come down, so that somebody may wash my back.”
Then she came down. Another woman wanted to wash her back and the back broke open. She said:
“Grandmother, your back has broken up1 what shall we do?” She answered her:
“Grandchild, well it doesn’t matter.”
Did she break it open purposely? She called:
“Child-of-the-back, come!” The child-of-the-back said:
“No, I will not go inside this broken thing.”
Now that other woman said to her (the child), no, let her go inside. The child-of-the-back refused and said, she
would not go there, in preference to the back of her mother. Was it broken up before? No, she would not go there.
They did everything possible, but it was beyond their capacity. They were helpless there beside the water. Then
the woman with the broken back put her hand inside her broken back and took out clothes from her broken back.
She took them, gave them to the child-of-the-back, and said:
“Here they are, sit down on the ground so that I may put you onto them, all right?”
Then she agreed and sat down on them.
The woman than disappeared, ran away and fled.
When the child looked for her, she could not find her.
2
A man begot two children, both boys.\fn{ Later on in the story, one of them is named Dambaki .} The mother died and
the father died, and they were left orphans wandering about.
When the people did their pounding, they came with a gourd and gleaned the chaff for guinea-corn.\fn{ Grain
from durra (sorghum vulgare), a grain sorghum having medium-sized, dry, pithy stalks and narrow leaves, widely grown for food
especially in southern Asia and northern Africa, and introduced into the united states in 1874 .} When they took one grain they put

it into their gourd and shook itk, shook it. After a whlie the gourd became full. They took it and it became their
food.
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They went on and on.
There were six daughters of the chief, five of them got married. The sixth one did not agree to any man. Many
men had come to her, but she refused them all.
After some time one of the orphans stood up, put on his rags and tied on his loin-cloth. He set off walking to
the chief’s house. When he arrived he saw some people assembled, people of the court.
They took up earth,\fn{I.e., to throw it at the boy.} but the chief told them to leave it. They said this was a madman.
The chief said that they should leave it, what the madman would come to say, they would hear it.
Then the people began to question him, and he said that he had come to look for a wife. Then the people asked
who that wife was whom he had come to look for in the chief’s house.
The chief told them to stop: There was a young woman in his house. He called her name, it was Shatu.
He was asked to enter but he said no: He would not enter, he would sit before the doorway so that they could
discuss marriage. And they sat down outside and discussed marriage.
She agreed, and he went away and returned in two days and they discussed marriage again. He said to her that
he would bring her cola-nuts for the wedding. He brought one sack of cola-nuts.
When it was brought the chief asked what this was. The orphan said that it was for Shatu’s wedding. The chief
asked how this matter had come about. Many people and important chiefs had come to her to ask for her hand in
marriage, but she had refused. What had made her accept this young man?
She said to him, he should not worry himself. The cola-nuts were distributed.
A certain chief\fn{Later named Chief of Lungu or Chief Lungu.} heard of this, set out, and came. He asked how it could
be that a madman had taken the woman. He wanted to woo the woman.
The chief said, no, he should forgo it. He said no, he would not forego it.
The people of the court stood up and went to the Chief of Lungu. They told him to assemble all of his own
people on the coming day. They would take her by force, put her on his horse, and take her away.
On the next day all was quiet.
On the day after, he assembled all of his people. They deceived her by saying her father had said that he was
going on a journey and that he would take her along, so she should come. Then they put her on a horse, set out for
the house of Chief Lungu and brought her into the house.
Dambaki heard the news that his wife had been taken away by Chief Lungu As they were there, it went on that
he used to enter the chief’s house at night secretly, slept with her, and then went away.
When one night he went, the chief was in the house of one of his wives. A guard was standing by the door of
the chief’s house and was watching. He (the orphan) took the perfume which the chief used for himself and
poured it on himself. There were two dogs in front of the chief’s house so that no one could enter. When they
heard him coming they went at him, but when they smelled the scent, they thought that it was the chief’s smell
and that it must thus be the chief.
He entered very quietly and passed the guard. The guard said that it was the scent of the chief, and he passed.
When he entered he went to his wife’s house, and the chief was not in that house. The chief would not sleep in
that house. Then he slept and they slept together.
At midnight he took his guitar and began playing The guard said:
“Oh! The chief is not sleeping in that house; who then is playing his music?”
The chief came out and asked the guard who was playing this music in his house. They said they thought it
was he. He asked them whether he had ever done anything of the like. He said, good, and he told them to
assemble the people quickly for him, and they assembled. They gathered around the house and stood leg to leg.
On the next day the chief told them to pick the grass one by one and to look into it. The children were
assembled. They picked all the grass and looked into it, but they saw nothing. He told them to pull the roof down.
When they were about to pull the roof down, the orphan changed himself into a cat and changed his wife into a
mouse. When they were about to take off the roof he came out with a mouse in his mouth, and all said that it was
the chief’s cat, the chief’s cat. He set off walking and went away.
They looked inside the house but found nothing; they looked inside the house, but found nothing.
They stood up and started looking to see where the cat was, but saw nothing.
3
A person was suffering from hunger. And together with his wife, there was nothing for them to eat. He looked
for something to eat, but he found nothing.
When he went to the fields he saw some food in a tree, just hanging up there.
He started by throwing a stick, and the food fell to the ground. It was made in the shape of a ball.
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He started running after it, and the food fell down. He then fell on the ground the food came out through his
anus like this.\fn{So the text.} He wanted to fall on it this way, the food came out the other way.
The food ran off and saw a big river and entered it. He entered after it, he started searching for it, searching for
it, and he saw a horn which people used to play, a horn.
He brought it out with his hand. He said no, he was not looking for this.
The horn told him to be silent and to listen to what it had to say to him. He kept silent.
It told him to ask it what kind of horn it was. It said that it was a horn for beating. He said, okay, let it beat. The
horn jumped out of his hand and started beating him: thwack; started beating him: thwack. It took him and threw
him to the ground.
He started looking for another one and saw another horn. He asked it what kind of horn it was. He asked it
what kind of horn it was.
It said that it was a horn for beating the ground. He told it to beat the ground. It beat the ground, and food came
out of it. He said, good, he has received it.
He took the horns and the food and set off for home; when he came he saw his children assembled. He
distributed the food among his children and hung the horns up.
Every morning he went to the fields together with the horns. While he was in the fields the horns blew and
food came out; and he brought them\fn{The food and the horns.} home.
The people said that before this person had been suffering from hunger, but now food has been coming out
from his house—where was it coming from? The people went and told Nanamudo\fn{ An ogre, whose name means
Mother of Death, a huge monster excessively greedy, devouring without giving anything in return .} about the horn. They said that
this person had a horn and was eating food.
When Nanamudo went, she saw the horns lying down. She asked what kind of horn this was. It replied that it
was a horn for beating. She told it to beat, so that she could see. The horn came out and beat Nanamudo, and beat
Nanamudo. Nanamudo said, it is enough, it is enough!
She took the other horn and asked what kind of horn it was. It said that it was a horn for shaking something.
She told it to do so. It shook on the ground, food came out, it shook on the ground, and food came out. Nanamudo
sat down and ate the food.
After she had eaten, she gathered grass and put the horns into it. She made fire and burned them, and a piece of
it remained.
When he came he saw that the horns had been burned. He asked the horn what had been done to it.
It replied that Nanamudo had done it, and he said not to worry. The horn blew, and a little food came out of it;
the horn blew, and a little food came out of it. He told it never mind, no one is to be blamed. He sat down,
gathered up the food and went home. When he arrived he distributed it among his children, and his wife prepared
a soup, gave it to him and he ate it.
The next day he set out to the fields. When he arrived he took out his horn, looked over it and told it to blow. It
blew, and the food came out like this, it blew again, and the food came out like this. He thanked the horn, and he
said that she had been kind to him. It was Nanamudo who had spoiled it for him.
He asked where Nanamudo was. They said that she was over there, very huge; she was standing over there,
very huge. He set off walking toward her.
When he arrived, he called her and Nanamudo said,
“Hú!”
He arrived, and he asked her why she had spoiled his food. Nanamudo said no, she didn’t spoil it. He said that
he was not simply claiming this: he had heard it from the people. She said, she did not spoil it. He said, all right, if
she didn’t spoil it, she should go there tomorrow to his sitting place where he was sitting on a tree like this.
He made a fire and put a stone into it.
When Nanamudo came, she stood under a tree and spoke to his child. She asked her where her father was. She
replied that her father was not there. She was afraid, and her bowels began emptying. Nanamudo asked what had
fallen down. She said to her that it was sorrel\fn{ A plant of the genus rumex having sour juice.} which had been prepared
and given to her by her father.
Nanamudo took it and swallowed it.
After a while her urine started coming out, drip, drip, drip. Nanamudo asked what that was. She replied that it
was her water.
Nanamudo took it together with the soil and swallowed it. She asked, was that all that had been given to her by
her mother?
Some food fell down. Nanamudo asked what had fallen. She replied that it was a tuber given to her by her
father, to eat with the sorrel she had seen. She asked her to bring it; she brought it, and Nanamudo swallowed it.
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The child set off and walked home. When she arrived she said to her father that there was something in the
fields. The father asked her why she was so thin. She said that there was something in the fields which used to
take and eat the food they give her and which is causing her to suffer. The father told her he was coming and he
came.
When he arrived he told her to climb a tree, and she climbed it. He sat down, made a fire, took a small round
stone, and put it inside. Nanamudo’s head was as big as the roof of a house, as the roof of this house, with much
hair all over. She stood under the tree in which the child was sitting. He came down quietly and took the stone out
of the fire. It was red-hot, and he put it quietly on the head (of Nanamudo) and the fire smoldered there on her
head.
The food of the child was falling down, as it had done yesterday. She (Nanamudo) was packing it and eating it.
After a while she saw the fire, smoke had risen, and she asked the child, but what about that smoke rising? She
said to Nanamudo that it was her mother, who had gone to prepare salt. She said no; it was not salt-making. She
said that the smoke she saw rising up there, was that for salt making.
She remained quiet; and the fire burned on and on and on. After a while the fire burned intensely on her head.
It took her up, up, up, and she fell to the ground.
When Nanamudo fell to the ground, the sun went down and the child set out for home. She said, father, the
father said to her, yes, he had seen what he had done; he had already seen it, he had seen it. He told her to be
silent, not to tell anyone, and she kept silent.
When a storm came, it took the corpse of Nanamudo and put it over there, put it over there. When you fell you
became ashes like this. The ashes tasted nice like salt. Everybody tasted it, and it tasted nice.
Many women came, all tasted it and said that it was not good; they all tasted it and said that it was not good.
But when the last girl tasted it, it was nice. She sat down and began eating the salt, not knowing that it was the
salt of somebody who had died, that is, Nanamudo’s. She began sucking the salt, and she was no longer able to go
home. Nanamudo had overcome that child, and she kept her.
Then the people went out searching her. They found the child standing there sucking the salt. To spoke to
Layali—her name was Layali—and asked her what was wrong. Layali said to them that she had tasted the ashes
and that it was nice. When she wanted to go she was not able to. All right, the ashes is proper salt. There was no
way for her to go.
They asked her to stand up and go with them. The father said that he had told them that when they saw this
thing on the ground it would be ashes, the ashes of Nanamudo. The ashes were like white salt, they should not
touch it.
Well, this carried her away, that is his granddaughter, and it raised the matter and put it on her. All these people
that had gone, when they had tasted it, was it good? They said that the ashes were not good.
He said to her that they should pray to God. He said that they should take her and lead her home. They said to
God that the other day the bad thing was done by this woman, these ashes here. They (the ashes) have held his
daughter; he said to her, they should all pray to God.
They prayed to God. The daughter, when she was about to walk home, and when they had departed from this
place, the girl walked a little distance away, then they clapped their hands, clapped their hands.
4
There was a person with one head, a second with two heads, a third with three heads, a fourth with four heads,
a fifth with five heads, a sixth with six heads, a seventh with seven heads, an eighth with eight heads, a ninth with
nine heads and a tenth with ten heads.
When they grew up, the person with one head went to look for a wife to marry. He found a girl, a pretty one.
He brought her with him. The people with many heads were there in front, and some at the back. The person (with
the wife) began coming home. When he met the people on the way, they sang,
“Welcome, welcome, where do you come from?”
They asked where he came from. He said he had gone to look for a wife. They said, but where is the wife? He
said when he went to marry her he had only one head. But when they came onto the road, she saw his head had
become two. She then burst into crying.
The person asking the question said, never mind, let them pass. She should go and see the one with two heads
there at the front, and then she would see. Then they passed.
They went and met one man. The person welcomed him, and asked him where he came from, that a woman is
cry8ing behind him. He said he went and looked for a wife. The person said, but why is the wife crying? The
husband said it is because she saw his head had become two. The man said let her pass she would go and see
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another one coming later.
Then she went and met the man with three heads. The man said welcome to him. Where did he come from? He
said he went to look for a wife. The man said, but why is the woman crying? He said to them, it is because she
saw his head had become three. The man said, yes, let her pass, she should go and meet another one behind.
There they are. The man with four heads is also there. They then passed and went and met the one with four
heads.
Another person began asking him, saying, where did he come from? Had he looked for this wife? But the wife
was crying.
The husband said to him, sorry, let him leave her. It is because she saw his head had become four. The man
said all right, she is just crying, let her go, she should go and meet the one with five heads there behind.
She passed. As they were passing they went and met the man with five heads. He said what is she crying for
like this? The husband said he went to look for a wife with one head, but any time she meets people, she begins
crying, saying his head is not in order.
The man with five heads said: all right, that’s all, let her go and meet the one with six heads.
Then she passed and also met other people on their way, the man with seven heads. Hey began to ask him
where he had come from? He said he went to look for a wife. They said although the wife is pretty, but she is
crying. The husband told them she is crying because of his heads. The seven heads said to her, she should not cry
now. Did she see the one that is coming next?
Then they passed. She went on and met with the man with eight heads. He began to ask saying, he went and
married a wife, but what is she crying for? The husband answered that she is crying because of their heads. The
eight heads said hap, she should see the one that is coming next. He said they should go, and they passed again.
They went and met the man with nine heads. He began to ask them, saying, he brought his wife and the wife is
crying. What for? The husband said to them, she is crying because of his heads. Nine heads said never mind, she
is just crying for nothing. Did she see the one coming next?
There he was coming, a giant and irregular, the man with ten heads. They met with the one with ten heard. He
welcomd them and asked, where they came from like this?
They said, they had gone and looked for a wife.
The one with the ten heads said but why is the wife crying?
The husband said, she saw their heads, that is why.
The man with nine heads said, well, let her look at this man with ten heads, how is she going to do with that
one?
They said to her, well, let her go.
Then they brought her and kept her inside the room. They prepared a bell like this\fn{ Joining many bells.} and put
it there. This person was watching, another man was also watching. They said to the watchmen, if the wife got up
and they heard the sound dildin, they should immediately tell them.
Whenever she got up taking her hand and touching the rope with the bell, the bell sounded dildin; then the
watchmen shouted,
“The wife ran away.”
Then they came out, caught the wife and returned home. When the woman ran away again, they caught her
again. This is how it went on for a long time.
When the next time came, they were asleep. She said now they had taught her a lesson. Now when she got up,
she refused to hold the rope with the bell. She just got up silently and went away.
When they woke up they found no woman. They said to the man with ten heads, the wife is not there. He then
came out. They began to whistle. They came out and ran after her. They began to run after her.
They got near to a river. When they were about to reach her, she said,
“Dik.”
Then she made an excrement and the excrement became a high hill. Hey came and tried hard, but it was
beyond their power. They broke it and they passed.
When she reached the sea, they were also about to reach her, but she said,
“Dik.”
She urinated into it, so that the sea became very big. They would just have to stand by it.
They told her that she was lucky, she should go. Each one said she was lucky, she should go.
She then disappeared and went home.
268.188 Two Letters\fn{by Segilola (188- )} Lagos, Nigeria (F) 2
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1
Dear Editor,
Greetings!
I shall remain grateful to you throughout the remaining days of my life if you will grant that I, Segilola, the
lady with the delicate eye-balls, the celebrated prostitute (married to a thousand husbands) may serialize my
autobiography in your newspaper. Maybe by so doing I shall perfom one good deed in the last days of my life—a
life that has been all misery and waste—for there may be a few ones among the young men and, particularly,
ladies, who may learn from my misdeeds and avoid regretting in their last days with bitter tears as I, Segilola,
weep today for mistakes that cannot be repaired.
Alas! Alas! But things are never so bad that a miserable person lacks a comforter! Dear Editor, I beseech you
to grant me this protection: never reveal my real names to anyone lest you make it impossible for me to move
freely in Lgos, the land of my birth. I believe that you will stand by your promise thatno one on earth will know
my real names from you, while I am alive.
I, Segilola, the lady with the delicate eye-balls, come from a distinguished family in Lagos. I was born at
Imaro Street on 9 September 1882, the sixth child of my parents. All other children died in their infancy, as I was
told, and my parents were already old before I was born.
My mother told me that she lost my father when I was only one year and one and a half weeks old and since
then she had been labouring alone with much hardship to bring me up as a good child who might support her in
her last days. But I regret to confess that rather than become a source of comfort for the kind mother, I became an
object of affliction. Maybe it is for this that God now punishes me, and my conscience troubles me all day long.
Oh! What a life! What tears for my fate! What lamentations! What sighs at this stage of my life!
Anyone who is taught, let her learn; anyone who has the benefit of parents training, let her know that she is
being given an enduring legacy. See me now, the pitiful wretch! My mother taught me, but I was incorrigible; she
warned me openly and privately but I chose to be deaf to her advice. Here I am now, an orphan, crying tears for
my stubbornness, but my lamentations are belated for the good mother is no more.
But let me stop this wailing now, I have been overwhelmed with retgret for my misdeed; oh, my eyes are
already full of tears as I write now. Therefore let me set aside my remorse and continue the story of my life.
My complexion was extremely fair; frankly I was one of those few women on whom God lavished beauty. It
was the misuse of that beauty that has brought me into this misery.
My eye-balls are failry big; that was why the wives of the family, in choosing the usual cognomen, called me
Eleyinju-ege, meaning “having delicate eye-balls”. Segilola (“Segi” means wealth) was the pet name which my
grandmother gave me when I was a child. My mother told me that this was because my neck usually became more
alluring whenever I wore a necklace made of segi beads. It is these two names that I have combined to form
“Segilola Eleyinju-ege”. As I proceed further with my story, all of you who do me the honour of reading this
account will come to know how I married one thousand husbands in my single life.
I shall stop writing now until next week.
Yours sincerely,
Segilola
2
Dear Editor,
Last week I promised to relate more about my marriage and how my first husband who married me in the
church, was disappointed with our nuptial bed. All his relations, particularly his mother, expressed grave concern
at the shameful discovery. But worst of all when my mother was informed, she fell ill immediately and was
confined to bed for a long time.
What a day that was! A day of paradox. There I was as happy all day as any bride should be who had such a
colourful society wedding; then came the night and gloom set in. How good it would have been if I had not given
myself away so cheaply to the herbalist, Olojo of Okepopo.
All through the preparations for the marriage, whenever I recalled that frivolity, I wept secretly and at times
prayed that “something” might save me the wedding-day disgrace. On the spinster’s eve, as my frieds and wellwishers surged round me and I swayed right and left, changing my clothes every half-hour and appearing rather
elated, my conscience again and again seemed to remind me of a song:
The face is a virgin
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Beneath is a woman

Then I would feel a bit nervous but as I had to face the ordeal, I quickly cheered myself up with another song:
’Tis an age-old custom
’Tis an age-old custom
Having a husband
And lovers besides.
It did not start with us

With this song repeatedly in my mind I went on gay for the marriage day.
I had decided not to disclose the date of my marriage to avoid causing embarrassment to myself, but I have
now changed the decision. I shall tell you the date and month of the marriage, but as for the year, I shall not
describe it for such people as can make something out of it.
I was married on a Thursday, the sixth of November. It was exactly ten years later that a terrible incident
occurred at Epetedo Area, Lagos, when an old man called Yesufa climbed into the ceiling of his house and shot a
number of people dead. It gave rise to that song:
O Yesufa the aged hunter
O Yesufa the aged hunter
The man-hunter lives in Epetedo
’Tis here he lived, the aged murderer.

In those days there were no motor-cars. I was driven to church in a horse-drawn carriage, accompanied by
hundreds of my companions. Such a day could not be too long. After all I had taken an active part in other
people’s marriages. Our family-dress for the occasion was a very colourful print pattern, sewn into the design of a
blouse called buba-bonfo, the craze of the day among the élites.
At last came the night, and the time for me to be taken to my new home. I was satisfied that I had at long last
succeeded in getting a man to perform the legal church marriage with me and give me that precious wedding-ring.
The rest should be well—somehow!
When the time came for her to hand me over to the envoys from my husband’s home late in the night, my
mother gave me her final words of advice. She called me by all my pet-names and cognomen and those of my
ancestors. She was moved to tears as she advised me on many aspects of marriage life. Then she invoked the
blessing of God on me in profuse terms.
This was repeated by my uncle Abiola and other elders who had been invited for the private ceremony. I could
not help sobbing as I heard all these things from where I knelt on both knees and I felt the tragic importance of
eternal separation from my family. As I rose up to go out my mother called my name again, rather softly, and
expressed the hope that the news of my virtue on the marriage-bed would be the first thing to delight her on the
following day. I was horrified but I quickly covered up with pretended coyness.
After all the blessing, I left with a large envoy of housewives for my new home. My main hostess was my
brother-in-law’s wife, Titilola, who was also married in church, I had my little niece with me as the “bride’s
daughter”.
I was ushered into the bedroom which was beautifully furnished and soon it was time for the test. All the
household, particularly my husband’s mother, listened to hear the groan that should answer my success—but it
never came.
When my husband asked me what had happened, I tried to plead with him that it was all due to my
carelessness, that he should not be disturbed because what was most important was my bearing him children. But
he would not be appeased, so I became aggressive and told him that no man should expect a woman of my beauty
and fame to remain untouched. After all, as he loved me, so did many others. Seeing that he was still recalcitrant,
I asked him:
“Do you really want to eat my virginity—to mix it with gari?”
It was like igniting gunpowder! He exploded at once and soon everybody was on me with unprintable
invecives. But I was unmoved: I had already got the ring!
Have no fear, O lucky wife—
The ring is already yours.

So ran the song. I shall continue next week, kind Editor.
Yours sincerely,
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290.2 A Fortunate Woman\fn{by an unnamed Nigerian female informant (c.1888-after c.1968)} “in a little village in Ifa
Atoi in Uyo Division of Eastern Nigeria, which is about six miles from the Uyo-Oron road,” Nigeria (F) 3
I was born in a little village in Ifa Atoi in Uyo Division of Eastern Nigeria, which is about six miles from the
Uyo-Oron road. It is a big undeveloped village with winding paths running through it. Until recently there was no
permanent building of any kind, but the people had to be contented with mud and wattle buildings with thatched
roofs.
I am roughly eighty-one years of age. In those days there was no birth registry in this area and there were
only very few people who could write, but my father was not one of those who could keep my birth record.
There was, however, a method through which the people calculated their ages. In this village, we always leave
a piece of land to return to fallow for about nine years before going back to farm on that special area. To the
best of my knowledge, I have farmed on a special area of land nine times. That means I have done nine times
nine years, and I must be about eighty-one years or a little over that.
In our days, there was no free choice of husband or wife by the couples concerned. Marriage between two
couples was often arranged by the parents of the couples concerned. There was a little chance given to the male
folk but there was no choice for the girls, so I was given over by my father to a man well over or double my
age when I was doing my seed round on a special area of farm land, so I must have been about eighteen years
of age when I was given over.
The question of love before marriage was completely out of place in my days and refusal of a girl to marry
a man chosen for her by her father was regarded as a defiance of authority and after carried a heavy and severe
punishment of being disowned by the parents and driven out of the compound, and only few girls would live
to bear such shame.
Divorce could never be thought of in my days. The wife was regarded as the life-long property of the
husband. When once a girl was married, she was married and would live in her husband’s com pound until
death did them separate. Even if the husband died, it was not usual to have a woman leaving the compound of
the husband unless she had no child for the man. Where the woman had children for the man, she had to stay
with her children to bring them up.
Marrying a dead man’s wife was often looked down upon, and so even if the woman should want to go out
to marry, nobody would like to marry her. Sometimes young girls had to go without children for life because
their husband died not long after their marriage. As there was no choice of husband by the girls, it was not
unusual to find a girl of say, twelve being given over to a man of over fifty who would die before the girl was
ready for the husband to put to family way.
This brings us to another important point: fattening. A girl after marriage had to be circumcised and then
kept in the fattening room for at least three years before she would be given over to the husband. The end of
the fattening period was often marked with celebration and feeding of the whole village by the father of the
girl as everybody in the village would be feeding fat on him.
People who did not fatten their daughter were often disgraced publicly for being tight-fisted and often
called, “tortoise hands”. Such people were few in those days.
*
As stated already, I was given over to a man double my age. We lived together happily for many years and
I gave him nine children three of whom died before my husband. My husband grew to be very old and could
not go out for anything again but only to sit out each day of the week in his sitting room for guests who would
come to seek his wisdom on certain issues of the village.
In spite of his age, he always gave out what was considered to be the best advice. One day, he called me
and told me that he wanted to go a long journey to lands unknown to him. I did not understand him at first,
and I was wondering how he would manage to travel when he could no longer walk a distance.
While still trying to know what he meant by this, my husband commanded me to give him water to bathe
and also food to eat. These I did at his command and after devouring the food with great appetite, he lay down
and died.
This happened about ten years ago and I have since been living with my children to marry them as we
always say.
*
Farming has always been regarded as the main occupation of this village and whatever other work a man did,
he had to own a few plots of farm land each year for his daily supply of foodstuffs.
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Secondly, the wealth of a man was not so much reckoned on how much money he had but on how many pieces
of farm land he had in a year. A man who had less than twenty plots in one year was regarded as a poor man.
My husband looked down upon anybody who could not boast of yams in his barn to the tune of one thousand
stands during harvest. He would therefore do everything within his power to see that he cultivated between thirty
and forty plots each year and up to his death he was very much interested in farm work and often encouraged his
sons by helping them to tie up the yams in the barn during the harvest.
Farming in the primitive way entails much labour, and so it was not unusual to find a man marrying up to twenty
wives for the sake of farming. My husband had sixteen wives, six of whom died before my husband. Three of the
remaining ten have since died and seven of us are still living in my dead husband's compound.
My husband had thirty-nine children left at his death—twenty-five males and fourteen females. The fourteen
females all got married before my husband died, but six of them are now dead. Ten of the twenty-five sons died and
only fifteen of them are now living in the compound.
They have all married and built their own houses within their father'’s compound. If any son should leave his
father’s compound to live anywhere else, he would be considered a prodigal son, so you have people of the same
family living close together.
My father was a very rich and influential man in the village and was highly respected. He was a man who
would not forgive anybody who trampled upon his right or the right of his children. This influence of my father
transferred much respect to us so that though I became the seventh wife of my husband, I was always looked upon
as the head of my husband’s house—the only reason of this being that I gave birth to the first son my husband had
and, secondly, they feared my father rather than me.
At my husband’s death, my son became the head of the family, thus giving me a respectful position among the
women.
*
In spite of squabbles, which are never lacking among women, we all used things we had in common. We were
always very kind to each other and anything happening to one person was regarded as happening to all of us, and
everyone of us would share the burden equally. Any woman who showed a sign of unkindness to others would be
called before my husband to explain herself and if a good satisfactory reason was given, she would be asked to
buy a goat or a fowl to prepare a meal and appease others. All our children often ate from common plates.
The life of having co-wives is a jealous life. The wives who had male children were often treated with special
preference, so I fell into this group. Other women, especially the first six wives of my husband, were really
jealous of me for having this position. This did not get serious because my husband would not stand for any talk
touching any of his sons.
When I was a girl of about nine I went out to live with one uncle of mine for a very short period. My uncle was
a produce buyer at Uyo, which is the only town near us. Apart from my not liking to live at Uyo because of the
quickness and busy life of the town, I did not very much like to leave my mother for a long time. Since I grew up
to marry my late husband I do not remember sleeping away from his compound except when my father died when
I went to stay in our compound for a short time until my father's memorial service was held, after about three
weeks of his death. He was until his death a full member of the Church, and so his memorial service had to be
held after such a short spell of time.
I was born here, I grew up here, and I am completely used to this village. I doubt if I would bear to live outside
my village for a while. I do not know what attractions there are in other places and so I consider my home to be
the best.
Indeed, I have always considered myself the luckiest of women. I was born of rich family and had everything I
needed, from wealth to respect. When I got married I thought I would be treated as the last among equals but found
myself becoming the head of the family. I went beyond six other wives only because I happened to give birth to the
man’s first son.
I sometimes asked why it is that I should give birth to the first son of a man who had married for over ten years
before I got into his life and came to a conclusion that God had made me to be great from the cradle to the grave.
Only very few women have been blessed with such good fortunes as I have had in my life. My sons have all grown up
to become rich and love me. With this 1 am confident that I shall have all the funeral rites when I die.
In our days, women were considered completely dependent on their fathers and husbands, and so there was no
need for giving an occupation to the women. I have however been taking up petty farming as the main occupation
I have had for life. At this age, I do not think I shall have a second occupation before I die in a few years’ time.
I gave birth to nine children but three died, remaining six children. My first son has six children yet, my second son
four. Other Sons have three, three and two. My daughter has already given birth to the fifth child. I have a total of thirty
children and grandchildren.
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As I have already stated, I have no time in my life which I should consider as an unhappy one. But I have always looked
upon the day when my daughter’s fattening ceremony was held as my happiest moment. This placed me on equal footing
with all other respected women in the village as a woman whose daughter was fattened before being given over to
marriage.
The next moment of my life I should consider as very important is when I had my first grandchild. Grandchildren are the
happiness of their grandmothers, especially when the woman becomes old. The grandchildren will sit round her, to listen to
her bed-time stories. They will do simple jobs as fetching water, fetching firewood and sweeping for their grandmother.
The loss of children or friend close to one has always been a sad moment for one anywhere in the world. The loss of
my three children has always come to me as the greatest loss I have suffered in my life. The moments of the great loss
have always been considered the unhappiest moments of my life.
But I have been brought up to believe that death is for everybody. Deaths have occurred so often that I cease to think
of my loss as a hard luck.
Secondly, I know that one day I shall have to leave this world through death. My other endowments have cancelled
out my unhappy moments so I cease to think of them seriously.
Though my husband was double my age when I married to him, I have always considered the opportunity I had to get
married as the most important moment of my life. In our part of the world there is almost an overproduction of women
and only the lucky and very beautiful girls get married. I was not beautiful at youth but was endowed with a disciplined
mind .which I had from my father and mother. One should not fail to see why I consider my marriage to a very wealthy
man with at least forty plots of land to farm every year, as the most interesting moment of my life.
Then came the moment I, through giving birth to my husband's first son, was proclaimed the head of my husband's
family. These to a woman would delight her.
Having co-wives would be good at times and be bad at other times. As already expressed, the main reason for a
man marrying many wives was not so much for the sake of marrying as the need for the wives. There was never a
year when my husband has less than forty plots of farm land. There were other years when he had up to seventy
and this would mean much work for the women who would be responsible for the planting of all the crops. The
men would only clear the bush, set fire to them when dried, dig the yam holes for the women, look after the yam
tendrils and of course help in the harvest of the yams. All other work in the farm would be done by the women.
Unless a man had many wives, he would not be able to cope up with the amount of work he had to do in a year.
Extended family life has always been the African way of life and so the co-wives would act as your immediate
neighbours and friends.
The only thing in having co-wives is the fact that your husband will not have much time for any one woman.
He has to share his love between the lot of wives and this has always led to grumbling or even open quarrels
among the wives as one woman would be accusing the other of trying to monopolize their husband by sleeping in
his house for more than a night when all others have not taken their turns.
This happened only when the men concerned did not know how to plan. In my husband's case, each of us had
only a right to sleep with my husband for one month, and everybody had to keep to the order in which she had to
go in. The life of having co-wives is however full of jealousies.
In our family we were all brought up to believe in mutual help. This makes it difficult for me to say exactly
which member of my family has been kindest to me, as we believed that what happens to the eyes affects the
nose, and would run to rescue anybody who falls a victim of any mishap.
But I cannot place the kindness of other people on the same level with that of my mother. I shall never
forget her regular visits to me with a small plate or dish full of something to eat until her death five years ago.
My father was equally kind to me but he said I was the seed of the African oil bean which could fall to
anywhere during explosion, so he attached more importance to the males who were called the owners of my
father’s compound.
Right from my youth, I had a friend who was said to be of my age group. We grew up together and entered the
fattening room the same year. Fortunately for us, we got married to two great friends and the relationship between
our husbands which was cordial helped to cement our long-established friendship. She told me every bit of her
business and none of my own has been hidden from her. She keeps what we call secret secret and of course has
very few friends.
Up to the age we are now, she has never let me down and I have never let her down too. She works in my
farms with me after which we both go to work in hers, or vice versa. Whenever she is in want—this rarely
happens—I always rush to help her and she does likewise to me. At old age as I am, I still find some time to
have a chat with her and seek her wisdom and advice on matters affecting me, and she does same when she has
same difficulty. We live in mutual help and understanding and, of course, if our help were to be one-sided our
friendship would soon land on the rocks. I do everything to help her in her work, especially farm work.
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*
Things are different in our days than they were in mother’s days. Civilization has brought in many changes
into our lives now. So that we do not have to live in fear and superstition.
There were so many things in which my mother believed which I have discovered to be false; for example, our
village always set aside one day in a week as the day when the god of water would come out to take bath and so
nobody went to the spring on such days. On such days, the women would not drink palm wine, otherwise the wine
palm tree would cease to contain any more vine. All the men would go to the village hall on such days to drink all
the palm wine tapped in the whole village without a drop being sold. Such beliefs are now dying out.
There are also many changes for both the worse and the better life since my mother’s days. There is no more
respect for the elders from the young ones. Everybody is equal now. Both father, mother and children eat from a
common plate where in my mother’s days the women had to eat separately from the men and only male children
would ever dream of eating with their fathers.
The stopping of slave trade has tended to make children unruly as they have nothing to fear as against the fear
of being sold which the children had in those days.
The children nowadays, even the old people, are falling into moral decay and this has brought about many
fatherless children.
71.20 A Yoruba Credit System\fn{by Aderemi I aka H. H. Sir Adesoji Tadienawo (1889-after 1962)} Ife, Osun State,
Nigeria (M) –1
… Iwofa is a credit system very deep rooted among the Yorubas. When a man is in dire need of money to
defray the expenses of funeral, marriage or chieftaincy ceremonies, he is at liberty to pawn his son or himself if
necessary for a sum of money. It is also the practice among the wealthy people to pawn their children for paltry
sums so as to give them sound training in another man’s farm and in order also to give them an impression that
there is no money in their family and that they have to work hard to raise the family. Pawning is therefore an
instrument of credit as well as an educational system.
It is not slavery as some people suggested, because unlike a slave, an Iwofa is a borrower, his master a lender.
As a rule he has sponsors. A married man or woman may become Iwofa if he or she has no children to offer while
in need of money to defer the expenses of burial or marriage or to pay a doctor for a cure. Such an Iwofa lives in
his or her own home and performs certain agreed duties for the lender, either at home or in the farm belonging to
the Iwofa or the lender.
The only Iwofa who lives with the lender is a young person. It is the rich class only who keep this kind of
Iwofa because his work brings no profit whatever; he is a little boy and can only do some domestic work, like
tending horses, drawing water for housewives, chopping wood for cooking and such other domestic works. He is
usually well fed and clothed, he lives the same life as the lender’s children, plays with them and has the liberty of
sports and holidays with them. This is called Kosinko.
The wealthy men or men of rank and station up till comparatively recently had a practice of pawning their
unruly children for paltry sums of money in order that they might be properly trained; others who had distant
relatives or friends used to place their children with them. It is the custom of most of the wealthy classes not to
train their children themselves as it is the belief that if the children think or know that their parents are rich, they
are, in nine cases out of ten, useless in life. …
279.156 1. The Demsa Campaign 2. The Gulag Campaign 3. The Daba Campaign 4. The Gereng Campaign
5. The Sagie Expedition 6. The Demsa Raid\fn{by an otherwise unknown court chronicler (before 1890- )} Adamawa
Emirate, Nigeria (M) 2
1
One day Lamido Sanda went out to war against Demsa.
He started from Yola, went out and stopped at Namtari, and from there went and encamped at Yumburu. On
his leaving there he encountered the pagan Chief of Demsa, and they fought.
It is recounted that the battle was fought in this manner. The Fulani drew up their line, and the pagans drew
up theirs. One of the Fulani galloped his horse forward right into their ranks, stabbed a pagan with his spear,
and came back again. Then the pagans let fly their arrows, and one arrow hit a man, a cowardly fellow who
ran off, whereupon that wing of the Fulani line gave way.
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On this the whole army broke, and fled without striking a blow. The pagans pursued them, and they fled in
two sections. One section returned to Namtari; this was the one which contained the larger number of people,
and it was this one that the pagans pursued, thinking the Lamido was in it.
The second section, which was the smaller, went back to Girei, and in this party was the Lamido. After
their route they came and stayed at Jibiro. From Jibiro they returned to Girei and remained there some time,
after which they came back to Yola.
2
It was Lamido Sanda that fought against Gulag.
The cause of this campaign was that the Lamido sent Waziri Aliyu to Madagali, and on his return
journey the Gulag pagans waylaid him and did some damage to his column.
When he got back Lamido Sanda collected a force and set out. He went on till he was quite close to
the place, about one day’s march away, and encamped at Mayo Baja.
On leaving there, without further ado he attacked them in full force and defeated them. After the
victory they returned home. When he came back the pagans who survived said,
“Well! This Waziri Aliyu has an uncle, indeed!”
3
Lamido Sanda had all the village Heads assembled. When they had collected he put Hammawa Ahijo in
command; he himself stayed behind and did not go.
Hammawa Ahijo set forth with the army. He went out and encamped at Chofajule, thence to Tutare,
Mayo Luwe, Wuro Dada Abdu, and Filfil. After leaving Filfil he went and raided the hill village of Daba,
and took it. Then he passed on and went to Gangang, gained a victory, and captured it. When they had
captured the village and done what was to be done, they came and made a camp close to it.
It was at this camp that Sarki Yaki, son of Lamido Sanda, and his horse were stung by bees, but not
much damage was done. Also a duiker came out of the bush and entering the camp scared Hammawa
Alikura’s horse. Some say that when the duiker frightened it it plunged forward and its tethering rope
jerked it back so that it fell on the picketting peg, which transfixed it, and it died. Others say that when it
sprang forward it pulled up the peg and galloped away with it, then fell and broke its neck. It was a gray
horse, and Hammawa had been very fond of it.
When they returned Hammawa Ahijo found that Mallam Maunde had arrived. This man was the Sultan’s
messenger, and whenever he came to Yola he used to stay with Hammawa. It was to him that Lamido Sanda gave
everything that had been brought back by this expedition to take to the Sultan.
4
Lamido Sanda collected an army and set out against Gereng.
After leaving Yola, he went and stayed at Jibiro. From there he went to Gereng. The pagans drove him
off, and he came back and encamped at Kojoli. Then he turned back and set out against them again, fought
with them, and defeated them.
After leaving there he came back and stayed at Girei for a long time. When he returned to Yola he
found the Sultan’s agent, Muhammadu, whom the Sultan had sent to him.
So the Lamido took all the slaves which they had got on the expedition, and handed them over to
Muhammadu to take to the Sultan.
5
Lamido Sanda went out to fight against Sagje, he journeyed till he arrived there and encamped near the
town. Then the pagans also prepared themselves and closed all the gates giving access to the town.
Moreover their town was already surrounded completely by a belt of thorn scrub, and had only two ways
in, where they used to lift up the thorn hedge and prop it up with sticks before they passed through. But
when they saw the Lamido coming to attack them they took all the props out.
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When the Lamido decided to make an assault on the town he found no way to enter, so he commanded
the foot-soldiers to cut down the hedge. They finished this and made a road, and the horsemen went past
them to the attack and entered the town.
So the victory was won. They captured whom they could, made many strings of slaves, and returned. It
was in that year that they brought the Dui slaves, and made them very cheap in this country. So much so
that on this account if people are describing anything which is cheap they say,
“As cheap as at Sagje.”
6
At one time during the reign of Lamido Sanda the cattle were spending the dry season in Mbula at the lake
called Wulum. All the Demsa pagans reproached each other, saying,
“Are the Fulani cattle to come upon us here like this?” Then they made a raid on them and seized them,
and the herdsmen came back complaining.
A relief force was organised and went out from Yola, but the Lamido did not go himself, he gave the
command to Kaigamma Nuhu. Kaigamma Nuhu took the cavalry, no one who was known to be a warrior
was left behind, as for example Lamdo Kabi, Sambo Holma, Mallam Yanka, and Jarumai Namtari. He took
them with him and departed.
There was a slave of the Lamido called Mboi, a Bata pagan of the Demsa clan. He it was who showed
the Fulani the road till they got to Demsa.
Before the pagans had any news of them they came upon them, attacked and routed them, and seized the
cattle. As they were coming back a pagan woman incited the pagans, saying,
“Everything that the Fulani women do for their menfolk, we do for our men, too. If their children have
been suckled at their breasts our children have been suckled at ours. If they have given their children milk
to drink from their little cups we from our little cups have given our children beer. In what way then have
the Fulani children an advantage over our children?”
Thereupon their warriors chose some of their number such as Panata Yache, Kadakuwoi, Gantamuri,
Jaro, Tapora, Chapal, and many more like them. They rallied and overtook the Fulani, made a fierce attack,
and got back some of the cattle; with some, however, the Fulani escaped.
290.181 The Origin Of Our People V\fn{by Obi Emenem II (c.1889-after 1975)} Onicha-Ugo Village, Delta State,
Nigeria (M) 1½
Our father’s father told us that the people who gave birth to our town as you see it today came from Bini or Idu
as we call it. Their leader was Chima who married a woman that was to be the Oba of Idu at that time.
This wife of Chima was called Nana and she had a brother born of the same mother. This was the giant or Ugwuala. They had another relation, though of a different mother called Esigie.
Esigie’s mother was a witch and she used this power to undo Nana and her brother, the giant.
*
Esigie could not have been the Oba but for his mother. As a result there developed a strong hatred between the
two parties. This did not die down even after Chima had married Nana.
Chima, we were told, came from Nshi (or Nri) in the East to the Kingdom of Bini. His knowledge was vast in
preparing medicine and he was equally a strong farmer. It was because of this that the then Oba loved him so
much and even gave him a vilage to administrate.
Then, at last, Chima married Nana. There was a decline in the already existing Oba’s love. Since then, the Oba
had been looking for a chance to do away with Chima and his wife, and, of course, the giant, to avoid opposition.
This hatred was the reason for Chima’s expulsion and pursuit by the soldiers of the Oba.
This incident took place around the harvest of new yams.
Also, as the group was running away, they carried the ufe, or the staff of office. The Oba wanted to get this ufe
and, if pçssible, to kill Chima, his wife and the giant, Uqwuala.
*
Immediately, they escaped from the Kingdom of Bini, the party that was moving along, with Chima and his
wife whom he began to call his wife, Eze, which means king. Instead of calling the names diferently, we chose to
call them by one name: Ezcchima.
It took them a long time to travel from Idu to their first place of settlement which was at Amiyemi, very close
to Oraeze Grammar School which you hear of today. When they settled at Amiyemi, the present Onicha-Ugbo
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was their farm. I saw with my two eyes the Ani Chai of the Medicine House which belonged to Ezechima.
*
At the time of the flight, Chima had three children, namely: Onicha, Ukpali (who later gave birth to Obiamam)
and Oligbo—the beloved son. When they settled at Amiyemi, Ezechima built underground huts to protect his children. But, at the same time, he had some people to be on the watchout for: the Oba’s soldiers.
Okpali had had no children by this time. So Chima consulted an oracle to find out what he could do. The oracle
agent told him that unless Ukpali had a stranger for her friend, she might not have any issue.
So one day a stranger came to Ezichima, from where we can not say. This stranger was a man and quickly fell
in love with Ukpali. He was very poor. Ezechima advised Ukpali to do whatever the stranger asked of her and he
promised to feed them.
As a result of the union of these two lovers, Ukpali gave birth to a son which Ezechima later called Obiamam.
This is what we call Obior today.
*
Later they heard the news that the Oba’s soldiers were in sight. This led to a futher miqration of the settlement
to Amiyemi. The stranger with Ukpali moved towards one side to form what we call Obior today.
Some moved to the farm site and settled there to form what we call Onicha-Ugbo today.
Some still moved further and resolved to settle at what we call Onicha-Ukwu today.
From Onicha-Ukwu, some moved further to open what we call Obampka, being led by one man called Anagba
—the native doctor.
Some still moved further and settled under one tree called Qlomina. This group met a small settled community
there, but they fought and defeated them. The survivors developed village community of what we call OnichaOlona today.
*
Yet some moved further till they crossed the River Niger with the ufe. This time, they were led by one Ohaeze,
or Oraeze when they got to Onicha, which is now over the water. They met Ozeh people already settled there.
These stranger elements from our side decided to kill the settled community at night. These people from our side
rubbed native chalk and on the next morning, they attacked Ozeh people. These men who crossed the Niger
gained the upper hand and drove the Ozeh people far into the East. This was how the Onicha that is on the other
side of the Niger has come to stay—Onicha-rnili.
*
The first people who hid in the farm gave rise to Ogbe-obi, Ishekpe, Umolo and a section of Agba Village.
These villages are the direct descendants of Ezechima. The Ogbekenu Village has five quarters and they all migrated, e.g.: Idumu-Ubulu migrated from Ubulu-Ukwu; Idumu-Osu migrated from Ute; Idumu-Omu migrated
from Ukwu-Nzu; Ikoko migrated from Yorubaland; Ushi migrated from Idu.
All those later settled to form Ogbekenu Village.
*
From the time of our settlement, Issele-Oligbo had tried to dominate our people. This arose from the blessing
which was given to her by Ezechima and his wife, because Oligbo had been very obedient to them. He fetched
firewood and cooked for them. On the other hand, Onicha had been stubborn. As a result of this, Ezechima had
promised Oligbo that he should be the leader, even though he was the youngest.
After the death of Chima and his wife, Oligbo began to claim the leadership of all the Ezechimas. This is what
Onicha-Ugbo has refused to accept.
Since then, this struggle for leadership has caused constant bloodshed between Oligbo’s people and our people.
No one can exactly say how many times we fought them, but none of the wars were fought without the shedding
of blood.
The last phase of the war was when the then Obi of Issele-Ukwu called our Obi ubidoh, which means the weak
king. The bearer of the message was struck dead and war ensued.
Dieh was one of the commanders of Issele-Ukwu soldiers, while Nkenchor was one of those who commanded
Onicha-Ugbo’s army. This war dragged on for months till at last Dieh of Issele-Ukwu was killed. Dieh’s death and
the presence of the white people checked the long standing conflict, at least for a time.
*
There were such groups like the Ikolo, Ndiche and the Ikpalas which people, from any section of the town,
clean, detect crimes and served as soldiers when any war broke out.
There is also the Onotu group who acted and still act as military commanders of various villages during any
encounter with any town. This group is made up of titled men who represent each village. Their offices are hereditary, e.g.: the Iyase, Isama, Odogwu and Ozah. Their duty was, and still is, the maintenan of peace and the defence
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of the town from any external or internal attack.
Our people had never fought with any other onicha, like Onicha-Ukwu and Onicha-Olona. This was because
we all belong to the same father and mother and we do our things in common. Such ceremonies like Ibanzu and
Ogbanigbe take the same pattern. So is marriage and other customs. The only difference is the position occupied
by the Obis. While we have hereditary Obiship, Onicha-Ukwu and Onicha-Olona base their Obiship on title tak ing—Okpala-Bisi.
290.183 The Origin Of Our People VI\fn{by Apuamaga (c.1889-after 1975)} Illa Village, Delta State, Nigeria (F) -½
Our men were mainly farmers and nothing more. Very few of them made traps and hunted animals with guns.
But ythose of us wh9o are women were traders. We were going to the bank of the Niger to buy from the canoe
people. These canoe people came from Igala, Lokoja, Nupe and Hausa, and we bought dried fish, pots, different
kinds of dried meat and other birds from the North.
At one time, women were richer than men. I can remember that we madugwu were trading with £100 (One
hundred pounds) by that time.
That was the time Illah Waterside was Illah Waterside. All the people from the hinterland—Akwukwu, Olona,
Ezi, Issele, Umunede—were coming to buy things from us at Illah.
Our people were not destined t9o have a market. If we were, the trade at Illah today would be flourishing as it
was when it started.
290.183a The Origin Of Our People VII\fn{by Obi Odita (c.1889-after 1975)} Igbuzo-Ozo Village, Delta State, Nigeria (M) 2
Our great-grandfather came from Isu, He was the son of Ikenga, the Eze of Isu and his name was Umejei.
Umejei left Isu because of an offence which he committed. This is how it happened. Umejei had a wife who
was adultrous, for she had a concubine. This fact “came to Umejei’s ears.” He then queried his wife over the ru mour, but she denied the story. Umejei then named her “Ishinta anago,” that is “Ishinta who was always denying.”
But one day the concubine was caught by Umejei. In the fight that ensued, the concubine was killed.
The people of Isu then gathered and asked the king if he had heard of what happened. It was their tradi tion that
any man who killed another man would hang. But Eze Isu would not allow his son to die such a miserable death.
He then called Umejei and Umejei’s senior sister, Onuoha, and asked them to prepare for a journey.
He prepared a pot of medicine for Onuoha and instructed them to leave town, travel with the pot on Onuoha’s
head, and to settle anywhere the pot fell to the ground.
“The son of a king never dies in his father’s presence,” said Eze Isu as his children were about to leave town.
He told them,
“Where you are going is far but you will recognise it when you see it. There you will find creeks and water
around you. Your settlement will be called Ibuzo , that is, the first to arrive there. You should live in the centre of
the creeks. Go well.”
But Umejei’s sister, Qnuoha, had a husband called Anyala Obum. He too volunteered to accompany Umejei
and Onuoha. Umejei also had a junior brother whose name was Abala. He too volunteered to join the party. Oko,
Ishiagu, and Ewulu also joined the party. The king then gave each man a pot and asked each to settle any where his
pot fell.
*
Before they crossed River Niger, the pot of Abala fell. He cleared the ground and built his settlement there. On
the west side of the Niger that of Anyala fell. He too cleared the ground and founded a settlement there; soon that
of Ishiagwu fell and he too did te same.
But Umejei and Onuoha pressed on and on, getting to the present site of Omeze Igbuzo, [where] Onuoha’s pot
fell. Umejei then built a house for himself and another for his sister and her husband which became the nucleus of
the present day Ezukwu.
*
Umejei became a warrior and a hunter.
He had stayed long in the forest when one day he met two men. He asked the strangers who they were.
“We are brother,” they said, “and we are from Nshi.” Umejei asked them what they were looking for.
“We are looking for a place to stay,” they replied.
Umejei looked at both men. Ogboli, the younger one, looked more attractive and gentle. Odaigbo looked very
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rough and “rascally.” So Umejei gave a piece of land to Ogboli and asked Odaigbo to go very far away to found
his settlement. That was how Ogboli came to live very close to Igbuzo while Odaigbo moved far away, twelve
kilometers west of Igbuzo.
*
Before this meeting with Odaigbo and Ogboli, Umejei had had three sons. The first was called Onuma, mean ing that it was out of anger that he had killed a man of Isu. The second son was called Oshe-ukwu, meaning that it
was due to the palavar of the great ones that he had to leave his father’s house. The third son was called Oshe-nta,
meaning that he, Umejei, had become so small that no one now asked of him.
Soon Onuma (the first son) died and Umejei wept. He said that he would not live to bury his son and instructed
Oshe-ukwu to bury his senior brother.
*
Umejeis sister, Onuoha, then consulted the oracle. It was revealed that Umejei had killed many people and was
advised to undergo some purification, Ikpu agana, or else Oshe-ukwu and Oshe-nta would also die.
So, Omejei underwent the purification as an appeasement of certain gods at Isu. The oracle also warned that
Umejei should do this each year.
Rather than do this himself, he commissioned his sister to perform it on his behalf each year. This is the origin
of the agana ritual that is performed each year at Wzukwu, Igbuzo, till this date.
*
Osha-ukwu started to get children. One of them was Uwai, the founder of Umu-uwo of today. Another was
Uwa-aqwu and a third was Khai, the fathr of IJmuehe of today.
Also, Oshenta had Ekwensu Agu in the presont day Omeze. He also had Fzebuogoani and Ezemessi.
Those six children of both brothers founded the present day Igbuzo. This is the orinin of the Obges in Igbuzo.
Ogboli was a diferent nlace until the recent times. When we talk of Igbuzo ebeitenani, we are talking of Igbuzo
proper, not including Ogboli, because Ogboli came from Nshi.
*
In the past it was an abomination for an Igbuzo man to kill or be killed by an Oko man, or Ishiagu man, or an
Anyala man, since they were the relations of Umejei, who left Isu with him. But, on the other hand, it was hon ourable for an Igbuzo man to kill an Ogboli man, or an Ogwashi-Ukwu man. But since Ogboli patched up its differences with Igbuzo, we have not only stopped killing them but have also allowed them to move still closer to us.
As for Ogwashi, we continued to be their enemy until the arrival of the white men.
*
In the past Igbo traders came from across the Niger and traded with us. They did not bring foodstuffs for we
had enough to eat and even some surplus. Rather they brought other products like ivory wares, beads and some
iron implements.
They brought human beings kidnapped somewhere. These traders were armed with charms and ammunitions
to protect themselves from kidnappers.
On the whole the trade between us and the east-Niger Igbos was very small. Their traders visited us only about
four or five times in one year.
*
The people of Nri visited Igbuzo quite regularly. They came as single individuals or in small parties. When
they arrived they put up with the Ogboli people who had blood relationship with them. They conferred kingship
titles on aspirants and received the fees from them.
The people of Igbuzo ones asked the Nri to teach one of us how to confer titles to people. A man was put into
the trade but he proved worthless.
Later we asked the Ogboli people to confer titles on us since they and Nshi were brothers. From then it became
part of Ogboli tradition to confer the Eze title on Igbuzo people.
But we have now relieved the Ogboli people of this privilege. This is because we got fed-up with them and had
no alternative than to take away from them what we gave to them. If it was their prerogative from the beginning
we would not have been able to take it away from them. We gave it to them and we have the right to take it back
from them.
The Nri also were not allowed to perform any other religious duties in Igbuzo after our quarrel with them.
These Nshi were regarded as diviners or native doctors and as such were not killed or kidnapped. But this does
not mean that if a Nshi man travelled like an ordinary man he would not suffer the fate of an ordinary man. To
prove he was Nshi he must be scarified and carry the staff of peace.
176.57 Excerpt from Comfort: A Prose-Poem\fn{by Aliyu Na Mangi (1895231

)}

Northern Region, Nigeria (M) 3

Lord, give us more love towards the most excellent of mankind, he to whom You gave the leadership of others,
because of his noble nature to train men in the Right Way.
It is right that my greeting should go to the Messenger, whom it was said that the heart of a Muslim should
never cease loving. Let us love him, for those who do so shall not see destruction. Lord, my intention in this song
is to praise him without hypocrisy. Help me and give me the intelligence to make an eloquent song in his praise,
and without error.
Lord, give me a helpful response to my prayer that the day may come when I pray in Medina and lift up my
eyes and looking, see the greenness of that dome and rejoice, but not boastfully. God of the worlds, help me to go
to Medina to rejoice and be glad, to see the tomb of Amina’s son, father of Kulsum, nephew\fn{ Son in the text} of
Suwaiba. At night give me guidance that I may find myself on a visit to the tomb that is filled with light, the tomb
of the bearer of good tidings to Muslims, that they may take the Right Way. Hear, singer of idle songs! Repent and
turn to praising the Apostle, Mustafa, descendant of Khalil, and tomorrow you will drink of Salsabilu which is
sweeter than honey in gumba.
For he was a man of nobility, of great patience and friendly. Friend, upright man, if you would be saved, praise
the Prophet without ceasing. Would that the unbelievers had understood the rightness of following Muhammad!
For even before, his name was mentioned in the Torah. Be at ease and follow the Prophet and dispute not. It is
right that we thank God, for long before us there was a tribe of men who were slain in their ignorance.
But for us his coming has been a lamp, and now none among us dwells in darkness. He was the fortunate
seedling whose planting was blessed by the rain of Nisa. From him are the benefits that we enjoy, for see—were it
not because of him, those who lacked would not have obtained. If you have not understood then the truth has not
emerged. Not till he came to show the way—darkness would never have rolled away, had he not been sent into the
world.
Son of Amina, we praise you for the excellence of your destiny. My prayers are that I may see you, nor will my
spirit stir until I have praised you and so found peace.
When he had been sent to prepare the way for truth to drive out falsehood, those who were straying from the
road became willy-nilly; some of them, his followers as though their ancestors had never gone astray. He was a
man of gentle speech. Beauty of character, of body and of mien had the Prophet. He was without variation. In his
giving he was more generous than Sarfa, nor did his generosity ever dry up.
Nor did hatred make him miserly. They mixed spells with poison and gave them to him in their rivalry, but
such was his modest courtesy that he ate, though not ignorant of it. His mind was wholly on God. No sluggard, he
was not dismayed by much fasting and prayer for his help was from God, and to the Almighty he came, nor did he
fail.
The Lord brought to nothing the remainder of those who hated him through envy and His blessing made bright
the breast of His Prophet. My friend, do not listen to their words for they are unblessed. He disposed of their false
accusations. Their envy destroyed them and most of them were killed while of the others who opposed him most
repented of resuming enmity towards him.
The Lord defended His servant—none so virtuous as he, perfect, resigning all enmity, whose spirit was never
boastful who never rejected a man for being poor. Humility was his nature and if he saw a man far off he would
rise and go to greet him, but so complete was his understanding that he would not stare long at you. To offer the
handshake of respect was his way, one to be imitated. A presence of great power had the Prophet, and sublimity,
but conceit was not his way.
He had the kindness of a mother; to orphans he was a father; and though he was the leader he did not claim
preeminence over any—all before his seventh birthday. You who wear finery and are ostentatious in worship, look
on him whose appearance was without blemish, a man of meek, calm bearing dutifully seeking God’s forgiveness,
though he committed no offenses.
Who has ever been like you? Who knows of a lineage like yours? Who can know the extent of what has been
allotted you? Since God has praised you every man who rejects you will be my enemy. The Lord has given you
greatness. All the rest of the Messengers, all are subordinate to you for the Almighty bestowed on you gifts given
to no other prophet. Let all who wish for forgiveness follow him. Even the tree stmp groaned feeling its
approaching separation from him.
Hail spearman, who pounded hard and skillfully all who were destined to fail!
Friend, servant, partner, love him for the beauty of his character. To follow him is to follow the Right Way. If
praise of him becomes your daily occupation you do not disdain the Next World. Praising him is my daily
worship, which suffices for all my needs. In this world we shall be at our ease, on the day of the Great Arising set
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us on your right hand, son of Suwaiba! Hail, you whose face strikes awe and of whom I am always speaking, for
so I am preserved from misfortune. He who has no love for Mustafa will be without worth in the Next World.
He was a man of compassion towards Muslims, without guile. His was a spirit of helpfulness to others, of
faithful discharge of trust; never did he break a promise. He was an upright man, faultless in his dealings with
mother and father. His stance was graceful; he was of middle height, not tall nor yet a dwarf without stature. He
was without peer both outwardly and inwardly. When he was sent the darkness lifted; the heart of every man was
lightened.
His appearance was beautiful, his generosity without fuss. Calmness and restraint were his, beauty of
appearance and care in enunciation. In his conversation there was no variance: his tongue never erred.
Caravan-leader of Mecca, wait for me. I shall yearn and my yearning will take me to Medina, to the
grandfather of Husaini to praise him at leisure in his presence, without an intermediary. You who hear the prayers
of the weak, Lord, transport me, take me to Medina that I may see him who exceeded all men in the majesty of his
countenance, the beauty, the side-whiskers and spaces between the teeth not those of childhood, that I may proffer
my greeting to the best of creation, that I may tell him of my humble needs that press upon me—for he has never
ignored a suppliant.
A suppliant stranger, let me supplicate him. Lamp that illuminates all darkness, soap that washes away sins,
path that leads to the Lord, boat that ferries your servants over the sudd. Mustafa, to you I come, I come seeking
your beneficial influence. You have heard my prayer to you for he who has a master like you will not feel shame
in the Next World.
I come, Messenger, to greet you, chosen one, all-sufficing. Do not permit Satan to lead me astray for this at all
times I think upon you and feel no grief. Hail, chosen Messenger, speaking of you is my prosperity. My heart is
praising you, my thoughts are with you, even before we meet obedient to the call.
Way of salvation, stay that supports us, you that have more compassion for us even than our parents. Ladle that
dips deep, ours is the gate that is in your hands which is never closed. Most excellent of the excellent, you who
care for the orphans when they are small until they are of age, embrace me and say
“Aliyu, when we are parted you shall not want.”
Yours is the rampart that will not crumble. Muhammad, there I hide myself. You whose prayers are heard
before all others, since it was you that God chose, whatever you say will not be denied. Look upon us here with
your grandson Shehu for the worth of your grandfather Noah. Embrace us and speak words in our favour. He
whose mother is at the pot will not eat tuwo without sauce.
It is right that we thank him, we who obtained the Statement of Belief, through his beneficial power, our white
jakada.\fn{Messenger} One who has access to the palace, his people feel no grief. Brothers, let us be very joyful,
let our hearts cease to be vexed. Our Prophet brought us the Right Way and the world grew light. In days to come
none shall dwell in darkness.
Son of Amina, preeminent above your fellows, husband of Hadija: the Lord gave you signs such as no other
great man has had—save only you, son of Suwaiba. The Lord called you to go where no other has been, no other
man, not even in imagination. Keeping your shoes on you went and saw God, with no intermediary. He said to
you,
“Welcome friend, upon whom the leadership is bestowed, come very close.”
Let him who would argue see the Verse and see the Word that admits of no dispute.
He drew near the Seat of God. (Response to his call is growing, his beneficial influence is increasing.)
“Come nearer,” he was told, nor are these words to be denied; those near at hand were told
“Rise to your feet, behold my Prophet whom I have called with trust.” He was told
“Come in and be seated.”
But you did not mount the carpet, until you had praised God. They said,
“Welcome, lamp that expels the darkness of ignorance. We have summoned you to bestow Prayer upon you.”
And he heard the Word from no mortal tongue and touched the ground with his forehead in worship, in the
presence of Him who had exalted him. He was told to stand upright. He was honored by his Creator. He was
exalted to the highest rank, and to him all worship has been entrusted so that he might bring us benefit.
He who is insolent and turns away in scorn shall fail. So too he who omits to pay respect to this Prophet. You
who dispute this, cease your denials.
Of the whole fellowship of the prophets—Mustafa is the foremost, and though he came after them all they are
not to be compared with him in rank. All the others were given tasks to perform and a time in which to perform
them, and a place to preach and to rule. But for him, when he was given his task, no limit was set to the period of
his call.
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Through the gift of God mountains were split. Since the chosen one, the reflective one, the one that lifts out
those that have sunk, holds us with his love, you may be sure on Judgement Day we shall not grieve.
Excellent was his character, whom to hear was to love. He gave but not in order to be given again. He
promised and his promise was not broken; for in his nature was no guile. He would not take back a present once
given you, he would not envy what was yours, he would not favor one who slandered you, he would not find fault
with one who praised you, for envy was not in his nature. He felt no disgust for the poor; want did not make him
ungrateful. His gaze was not withheld from what was lawful nor would he look upon that which was unlawful and
especially drummers and conjurers.
Hail, noble one, graceful of stance, amiable towards all men, tell me that on the Day of Judgement all these
sins of mine will not prevent us from meeting. Hail, mild of countenance who shines brighter than the moon. Hail,
perfect of form. I have drunk your medicine and am cured, for our learning is but little.
Lord, in the name of Muhammad, in the name of his companions in general, I beg that I may obtain a
dwelling-place in the shade the foremost of servants, Muhammad grandson of Adnan, son of Suwaiba. God of the
Worlds, help us to go to Medina, to Muhammad son of Amina. Lord let our hearts know ease from vexation while
our allotted span still runs. …
45.106 & 179.82 Excerpts from Akiga’s Story\fn{by Akiga or Akighira, son of Sai (1898- )} Tiveland, Eastern Region,
Nigeria (M) 2
1
It has been my constant prayer that God would help me to write this book, in order that the new generation of
Tiv, which is beginning to learn this New Knowledge, should know the things of the fathers as well as those of the
present generation.
For everything that belongs to the Tiv is passing away, and the old people, who should tell us about these
things, will soon all be dead. It makes me sad to think that our heritage is being lost, and that there will be none to
remember it. …
You, then, my Tiv brothers of the new generation that can read, read [this book] and tell others, who cannot, of
the things of our ancestors; so that, whether we have learnt to read or not, we all may still know something of our
fathers who have gone before us.
And do you, however great your knowledge may be, remember that you are a Tiv, remain a Tiv, and know the
things of Tiv; for therein lies your pride.
Let us take heart. The old mushroom rots, another springs up, but the mushroom tribe lives on. …
2
The Tiv married women from the neighbouring Bush Tribes,\fn{ A term used by the Tiv to refer to the tribes to the east
and had children by them, with sons and daughters. When their sons grew to manhood and their
daughters reached puberty, the Bush People cast their eyes upon them, and demanded that the Tiv should now
give them their daughters to marry in return. When they refused to do this, the Bush Men were angry.
“What!” they cried. “Why are these Tiv becoming so assertive? We used to give them our daughters to marry,
thinking of our children who were yet unborn; why will they not give their daughters to our sons? Is it we who
have been fools then?”
This was the beginning of the quarrel.\fn{ East makes a note in his translation: Up to the present day (1939) it is almost
and south of them}

unknown for a Tiv woman to marry outside the tribe, though the men, especially in the border clans, will take non-Tiv wives . He further
suggests that this account refers to a period not earlier than the end of the 17 th century, the supposed period of Tiv migrations from the
south-east}

Faced with the hostility of the Bush Tribes, the Tiv abandoned their site and began to move down. They left the
east on the one hand, the south on the other, and came down between, until they met with the people called Fulani.
The Fulani shepherded them and escorted them down. They never troubled them, or oppressed them in any way,
but came down in company with the Tiv, quite peacefully.
Thus the Tiv formed a close friendship with them. Whenever they came up against any other tribe that wanted
to fight with them, the Fulani would attack their enemies and drive them off. When the Tiv saw the strength of the
Fulani, they gave them the name of Pul, which in the Tiv language means to be stronger. For the Fulani were
stronger than all others at that time; whatever tribe they attacked they were sure to overcome it.
The Fulani fought with staves, little white spears, and swords, but they never agreed to give the Tiv any of
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these weapons of war, for they did not want to teach them all they knew. Some, judging only by outward
appearances, say that the Tiv are the slaves of the Fulani. This was never so; but insofar that they greatly helped
the Tiv in delivering them from the hands of the Bush Tribes, so the Tiv repaid them by giving them the help of
their labour.
For the Tiv were a people who understood how to cultivate the soil, whereas the Fulani were a tribe of
herdsmen, and knew nothing about farming. So when they went out with their cattle to graze, the Tiv would do
their farmwork for them. The two races differed in appearance because the Fulani wore clothes, but the Tiv were
unkempt; and for this reason the Fulani children used to jeer at the Tiv children, whenever there was a quarrel,
saying,
“Your fathers are slaves who work for our fathers.” But their fathers never took any notice of this, nor did the
Tiv.
The Fulani and the Tiv, however, were not together very long before they parted company. The two peoples
were so intimately interconnected that they did not refrain from intermarriage. But the Tiv did not like the Fulani
marrying their daughters. When the elders saw that this was their intention, they were not at all pleased.
“For,” they said, “this is just the thing which we have already refused to allow, and here it is again. We do not
let the Bush Tribes marry our daughters, so why should the Fulani be scheming to take them? They are not of our
race, and it is best that we should separate. We will go our way, and they shall go theirs. But let us not part with ill
feeling, let us part good friends.”
So the Tiv elders, having first talked the matter over amongst themselves, called all the chief men of the
Fulani, and they sat down and discussed it together. … The Fulani elders agreed to the Tiv proposal, but they
said,
“Since our parting is without rancour, it seems to us that each of us should leave some memorial of the event.
What do you think? It may be that some day hence our children and your children will not know of the good
fellowship that exists between us today. Let us then appoint a token.” The Tiv said,
“That is not necessary. Even though we have no token, the resemblance between us is the main thing. For our
daughters have borne children to you, and your daughters have married our sons and borne children to us, so that
we have indeed intermingled our blood; this is a fact which will never be forgotten.” The Fulani said,
“Nevertheless, let us make it an occasion for giving small presents. We will set aside a month in which you
may catch us and take a little money from us, or a cloth which has been burnt in the fire.”
“Very well then,” said the Tiv; but it did not seem to them to matter very much. They agreed in order that the
Fulani should leave them to go their own way. And that is why, even down to the present day, the Tiv do not
trouble to catch the Fulani, and receive their cloths.
So they separated. The Fulani turned back towards the rising sun, and the Tiv passed on down alone. …
3
… When\fn{A note reads: During the 1930s Akiga, a Tiv from Central Nigeria, wrote this account of his people and their history. It
was later published in a translation by Rupert East. Here he describes a rye pact, a custom which was substituted for the earlier and more
violent marriage by capture. The extract has all Akiga’s characteristics, naturalness, humor, an interest in human details. One note may be
necessary here: when the girl sets off with her bundle of wood, the young men are each said to carry a small stick. This is as far as they can
go in politeness without losing their masculine dignity and seeming to do women’s work .} a rye pact for mutual wife-seeking has
been made, a large body of young men would start out from their homes, and go off in a long line to the clan with
whom they had the agreement. They did not go without due preparation. Camwood was ground up, and clothes
were well covered with it. Heads were dressed in the smartest styles, some in patterns, and some shaved clean to
be colored red with powdered camwood. The young men’s dress of former times consisted in a striped loin-cloth
and a loosely woven covering. When they arrived in the country of the other clan they did not just go anywhere,
but stayed with a man whose mother was of their own clan, that is, one of their igba. If they were a very large
number they did not all stay with the same man, but split up amongst all their relatives. If they had friends in the
district, these would give them secret information. They were called “go-betweens.” It was these go-betweens
who told them about all the girls in their district who were of a marriageable age.
“So-and-so’s daughter has quite reached the age of puberty,” they would say, “and when you see her she is sure
to take your fancy.” and they would mention the girl’s name, and that of her father. The young wife-seeker would
ask where the waterhole was, and his go-between would furnish him with a full description, before they went to
sleep.
The next morning at cock-crow the young man got up and rubbed camwood over himself, powdered his head
till it was a bright-red color, and went and sat by the side of the waterhole. When the girls started to come down in
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the morning to draw water, he called the one about whom he had been asking on the previous day by her nickname, and asked her to give him some water to wash his face. When the girl drew water and brought it to him to
wash his face and his feet, the courtship had begun. That day the girl had a hard time. When she had drawn the
water and set the pot upon her head, the youth followed behind. He might be alone, but more usually he had a
companion with him. When she had set down the water, and taken up her things to go to the farm, the young man
went with her. All the time he kept up a continuous stream of talk, which consisted chiefly of remarks intended to
make a favourable impression on her. He paid her the highest compliments.
“Daughter of So-and-So,” he said, “if you marry me I shall think myself the luckiest man on earth! I shall
leave all other women alone.” He also spoke highly of himself, telling her what a big man his father was, and
what a lot of property he had.
“If I get you,” he said, “as soon as I arrive home my father will knock down a cow, and he won’t have to look
about for one either! Are you going to stay about at home? Don’t you want to become famous?” The man who
was helping him also told any number of lies, saying that amongst the So-and-so’s there was no one in the whole
countryside to be compared with his friend.
When they arrived at the farm, the girl took a leaf and put it on a yam heap for her swain to sit on, while his
friend walked round her, telling her the things which women like to hear. As for her, even though she were
pleased by the flattery, she would not say anything at first. She would finish her work and set off home. When she
had collected some firewood the young man and his friend would also carry a small stick on their shoulders and
follow her back to the village. They would stay with her while she ground the corn, and the man who was
courting her must sit on the palm stem on which she knelt while she was grinding. If he were a piper, he would
pipe to her while she ground to the rhythm of his piping. Or if he were not a piper, but his friend was, his friend
would pipe for him, till the girl had finished and swept up the corn.
Having done this, she went out to collect corn-stalks, and they went with her. Then she came and cooked the
meal, but she would not eat it, for she would be ashamed to do so. When the time came to sleep they went back to
the place where they were staying and had some food, and the girl would then also get a chance to eat her meal,
for since they had risen in the morning this was the only time that any of them would get anything to eat. The next
day was the same, and for five days they all went hungry, while both the girl and her suitors grew thin. After they
had gone the man who was acting as a go-between spoke privately to the girl on their behalf.
When they came the next time, they arrived in full force. The young men made up a song in praise of the girl,
and sang all night before her door till the break of dawn. Sometimes they accompanied their singing with the
calabash rattle, and sometimes with the small conical drum. Kparev mostly sang to the beating of gongs, and in
later times they used two drums, a male and a female, and the dancers moved to the rhythm of the singing and
drumming. And sometimes the young men took a large number of drums, and spent the night in revelry, so that no
one had any sleep.
Yet in spite of all this it sometimes happened that the man failed completely to get the girl. Someone else took
her, and hurled scorn and defiance at the name of his rival. But if the girl were going to marry him, she gave him a
pledge at the time when he was doing all he could to woo her. In the days before the Tiv had any property this
pledge took the form of finger rings. Later on the girl gave him, beside the rings, some strings of beads and a
woman’s loin-cloth. These she put into a small calabash bowl of the kind used for holding camwood, and gave
them to the go-between to take to her suitor. But this was done in secret, because if her people got to know about
it they would keep a watch on her. At the same time that she gave him the pledge she would name the day on
which he should come and fetch her away, and tell him the place at which he was to wait for her to join him.
If you pleased the girl whom you were courting, when you entered the house she would set a seat for you on
the far side of the room, and sit down beside you and talk to you. But if she did not like you she put the seat down
in the ishenbar, that is, by the entrance, on the side where the water is kept. Then she went outside, saying that she
found it very hot in the house, and when you spoke to her she answered in a loud voice, and became restless and
irritable. In this case, if you were a man of perception, you quietly left her alone, and went off to pay your
attentions to some other girl. Only a fool would fail to take the hint, and go on wasting his time there till someone
else came and took her. …
168.140 The Champion of Twins\fn{by Elizabeth Mgbeke Ezumah (1899-2004)} Igboland, Southeastern Nigeria (F) 1
… Before I had my twins, the people of this area did not welcome twin babies. They did not bring them up
before the advent of the Christian church. For instance, I was the first person who encouraged women to keep
their twins and bring them up. Even before I had my own, I emphasized that killing of twins is murder. I
remember a particular woman who lived near us. When she delivered her twins, they came and informed me of
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the birth and loss of the babies. That happened from time to time among other women. I asked about this issue of
delivering and at the same time losing the baby. A particular woman became pregnant four consecutive times, all
twins. The twins all died and it appeared as if they had died at birth. When she was pregnant again, I requested to
be called during delivery, so as to witness the happenings. This idea of delivering and losing babies upset me
greatly.\fn{This is part of an interview conducted by Elizabeth Ezumah’s daughter-in-law in 1998, who asks the questions below. }
As time went on, I became pregnant. One day, while we were having a women’s meeting here, I went out to
urinate. I did not realize that I was experiencing labor. As I stood astride to urinate, I felt a severe pressure on my
waist. Then as I was urinating a baby slipped from me, and fell on the ground.
“Hei!” I shouted.
Some of the participants in the meeting rushed towards me. They lifted the baby, but she was already dead. The
women instructed me to get ready to receive a hot compress on my tummy. I told them that I was still feeling as if
another baby was there. But they insisted that nothing was there, that it was only that one that came out dead that
had been in my womb. After a while, when I delivered the remaining baby, they started screaming because they
were not happy that I had had twins.
People called me “the champion of twins” because I was the person who encouraged them to appreciate their
twins and to accept them as normal children. At that time people killed twins in the “bad bush.” There were thick
forests designated as “bad bush” in many Igbo communities. They were assumed to be the abode of evil spirits.
People who died of infectious diseases or from circumstances that were mysterious were left to die in the “bad
bush.”
As time went on, as I was here at home, some people would come and tell me that somebody had been
delivered of twin babies. I shouted and asked,
“Why didn’t you call me?”
I was informed that the twins had been squeezed into a pot and moved to the “bad bush.” I protested, insisting
that we should hurry to the place to rescue the babies. I cautioned them, on getting to the “bad bush” where the
pot was dumped, that we should be cautious while breaking it, in order to bring out the babies carefully.
Eventually one of them died because they had been squeezed into the pot. Later the surviving baby was taken
back home to the parents. Then I urged the women that I must be informed about anybody who was to deliver a
baby. Actually they began to come to pass on the information. Whenever any woman was in labor, they came and
informed me and I went to assist with the delivery. They were many. I did not count them. After all, why should I
count them? If I had counted them, they would have been numerous. I was not the only person doing the job, even
at Obulolu, at Umuada, at Uhuda, at Ihube, and even at market stalls.\fn{ “At the time when you kept your own twin, what
did people do?”}
They ostracized me. Some people who were my friends abandoned me. They started suggesting to me what I
could do to kill the baby without letting people know what happened. I refused to comply with them. I said,
“I am not going to kill the baby.”
Some people brought me concoctions to be used in killing the baby. When I was curious I unwrapped the
packages and critically looked at the contents. They contained ground brown substances like tobacco. I wrapped
them up again and kept them.
After some time one of the women came. She began to ask me why I had not done what she had asked me to
do. Then I discussed the matter with her, buttressing my points with references from the Bible. By then I was
reading my Bible religiously. I cited Bible passages and discussed them with her. I told her that the message is in
the Bible. She then replied and asked,
“What about those people who are also church people but have killed their own twin babies?”
I told her that was their own concern, that I could not answer for their deeds.\fn{ “What about your parents? What did
they do when you decided to take care of your surviving twin?” }
My parents? Ehe! My mother. She was not coming to my house. But whatever was traditional, to be done for a
nursing mother, she did for me, although she never came to my house and did not see the baby. She endeavored to
get as many gifts as possible sent to me through others. When the gifts were handed to me, I sent my greetings to
her. The pots and baskets with which those things were brought were never sent back to her. After I completed
maternity staying indoors, my mother and I planned to meet with each other. She came out in the Uhuolu Square.
She went to the extreme end and waited for me. After eating my meal, I dressed up and went to meet her. She
brought me a lot of gifts. We stayed there. She started crying. I asked her why she was crying. Ha! I threatened to
go back to my house. Then she began to plead with me, asking me not to go. Because she loved me very much,
she said,
“My dear, pardon me.” She said that she did not know that I would still be alive.
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[After that] she used to come [to the house]. When she came we stayed here in the parlor conversing, while the
baby would be inside the room. She would not see her. I was the person she was interested in seeing.\fn{ “How did
people relate to your surviving twin baby?”}
People nicknamed the baby Anyasogwaohu, The One Whom People Abhorred, Yet Itched to See. Listen!
When I was going to church with her, we passed by Ngodo.\fn{ The big market square in Ngodo Isuochi. } Come and see.
People who came to church from Ihube\fn{ A town about six miles from Isuochi. } rushed to behold her and hugged me.
The people from my village, on the other hand, threw away their baskets in disgust, running to spread the news to
one another. They said,
“Do you remember the baby who survived? Whose mother used to advise others to keep their multiple babies
whether they are twenty or forty?”
It did not take long for my friends and neighbors to all avoid me and my baby. They were concerned about
what would happen to me after I cared for her. They were also concerned about the fate of their own children. So
they tried to prevent their children from playing with her, but they could not.
It did not take long before she started walking and running about. The other children started taking her out.
They came and took her away from here. The parents of those children would then chase them outright from their
homes.
“Don’t let that child come into the house,” they would shout.
They all put up short barricades in front of their doorsteps so that the children could not enter their homes with
the baby. However, they could not enforce that because the children persisted in moving together with the baby. I
went and bought earthenware bowls and plates from Isiagu, which I used to share food for them. After sharing, I
got them seated and I would serve the food to them. They would begin to eat. If they requested more, I would give
to them.\fn{“But by then how was it that you had a strong faith in the church?”}
It is the Bible. All the time, I was reading the Bible. I remember that there was a time I was invited to Obululo
in Umuokpokocha, to a meeting of dignified and well-known people; They asked what they could do for me so
that I would stop my campaign of saving twins. I said no to them, insisting that it is from the Bible that I got
inspiration for whatever I was doing. It was not I who wrote the Bible nor was it I who said the things in it. It is
the Bible that converted me. It is from the Bible that I see the teachings concerning everything.\fn{ “What did they do
when you refused their request?”}
What could they do? They dispersed in annoyance. In the end they agreed to watch one another and encourage
mothers to rear twins. But how could they watch over one another? Were they not all very busy, so busy that they
could not watch other people? Wherever I went people would be admiring me. If it were nowadays, there is
nothing they could do to kill the babies. Hei, if it were now I would broadcast to the world what the people were
doing over here, and also how we have fought against it. Hei! It was terrible. If you saw how they pointed
accusing fingers at me, you would be wondering. Hei! Was there any place where I was not known? Was there
any? Ewo! Jessy! She received and received money and gifts, including edible things. Once when we attended a
meeting, a white official said that I should bring her along. When we arrived at the white official’s house, he said
to the baby,
“Hello! Jessy, the beautiful, hello!” The white man lifted and lifted my baby and said “Olololo,” and kissed
her. The money realized after the meeting was counted and given to me. He also brought his own personal gifts of
money and added to it. He said I should use that money to take care of the baby.\fn{ “Were there some people who killed
their own twins and now have no children? Are there some people who now regret what they did?” }
Oh, yes. Some have become childless because of their deed. One of our kindred in Obululo is now childless.
At one point she started picking up abandoned babies, so as to have a child. But after raising such a baby, the
parents came and took their child. Ha! Ha! Ha! How can I ever remember all that transpired between the people
and myself in this matter? …
176.55 A Panegyric To The Prophet Muhammad: A Prose-Poem\fn{by Isa dan Shaihu (fl. mid-late 19th century)}
Northern Region, Nigeria (M) –1
I thank God with His approval, the all-powerful who created me by His power—who created all created beings
because He willed it—I thank God, may His blessing descend in great measure upon the Prophet, His Messenger.
Of all created beings Ahmad\fn{ The Prophet Muhammad} is better than them all, in truth, the best of mankind, our
savior upon the Last Day. In truth, Muhammad it was, who was snuffed out; in truth among the excellent ones he
was chosen, in truth, the best of us all, the last of God’s Prophets.
O my friend, I shall sing his praise to relieve my loneliness. In my heart praise of him surges up. I desire to see
him, the man—excellent of the prophets, Muhammad, Ahmad—for he excels all. In my heart I sing his praises.
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Every time that I go out, it seems to me as if every movement of my eyes desires the east. There they may see
my lord, the Prophet. When I go forth I turn back my gaze.\fn{ Towards Mecca) And it is as if I see him and hear his
voice. It is as if you were to say,
“Tomorrow will you spend the night there in relieving your loneliness, or perchance you will spend the day
there.”
It is as if you know that at some time you will arrive there; whenever I turn back my gaze, it is as if I have
come there. To him, indeed I will seek his presence.
Whenever we mount to go forth to Holy War for the sake of the true path of Islam it is as if he and I are
together, and my joy is great. When I lie down to sleep, then I think.\fn{ Of him} And waking, whenever I sit in
contemplation it is as if I sit with him face to face. Whenever I am silent my heart does not cease to ponder and I
desire to see him; when I hear men greet each other with the words, “Peace by upon you,” I think of him And
always it is as if he and I are greeting each other, and as if I took his hand in mine.
Both the hearing of my ears, the seeing of my eyes and the longing of my heart cry out. My body has failed me
in going there to Mecca, that we might be together; but in my heart it is as if I visit him there in Mecca, and
Medina, and his [Garden of] Randa.
179.179 Two excerpts from A Chronicle Of Abuja\fn{by Mallams Hassan aka Shuaibu (second half of the 19th centuryAbuja, Federal Capital Territory, Nigeria (M) 1

)}

1
His praise is sung:
“Dogo, the Friend of Malams and the Friend of Travellers, Tall as the Thunder and the High Hills and the
Forests.”\fn{Abu Kwaka the Tall, sixty-third Sarkin Zazzau and second King of Abuja (reigned 1851-1877). The Kingdom of Abuja
(Abuja is south-west of Zaria) was founded by the old Habe (Hausa) ruling dynasty of Zazzau after it had been expelled from Zaria by the
Fulani in the course of the jihad previously referred to}

Abu Kwaka the Tall2 succeeded his brother Abu Ja on the night of Monday, the fourth day of the month of
Shawal, in the year 1851. He was called Dogon Sarki by reason of his great height, for he was six and a half feet
tall, but not heavily built; his skin was dark. He was a man who encouraged the teaching of religion, and he
wished to make an end of devil dancing in the town; moreover he allowed strangers and traders again to enter
Abuja. He sent his messenger to Audu, the Emir of Zaria, and he sent Audu Ayango to Masaba, Sarkin Nufe, the
Emir of Bida,\fn{To his west} to tell them that the road was open to their people and their trade; so in his time
Abuja grew and flourished. …
In his reign donkeys, camels, and ostriches were first seen in Abuja, and tamed hyenas which performed in the
market. Now, too, that traders came freely into the town there was much fine merchandise to be seen, and, strange
clothes from the Nufe country; and many weavers of cloth settled here. …
It is said that the first white men to come to Abuja came in the reign of Abu Kwaka the Tall. It was a Doctor
Baikie\fn{William Balfour Baikie (1825-1864), who established himself at Lokoja, developed an especially friendly relationship with
Masaba and acted as an unofficial British Consul in the region } who came with six others from Lokoja, and they camped at
the foot of a cotton tree across the river Iku. They sent word to the Emir who sent back his greeting, and they were
much pleased; but at this time white men were not known and it was thought that they were Arabs.
Then they told the Emir that they wished to build a trading shed and trade with the people, so the Emir sent the
Town Crier to cry to the people that they should take anything they had to sell to the white men as well as food.
The people took chickens and eggs, ducks, bananas and other food to them, and the white men paid for all the
goods that were brought to them with pieces of fine cloth; but after they had stayed for two days they left and
went to Zaria. …
2
About five miles to the south-east of the town of Abuja near Zuba of the Koro, a single rock, shaped like a
kneeling elephant, rises massive from the plain. Since the earliest times the men of Abuja have told many different
stories about the rock, and even today most people believe that certain spirits have their dwelling at its foot, and
that a band of Pagans serve them.
A very thick forest surrounds the foot of the rock, and deep inside a family of Koro live in a single small
village, and it is their chief who is the priest of the fetish of the rock. This fetish lives in a small rock near the
other, and it is at the foot of this small rock that the sacrifices are made. The duty of these people is to keep others
away from the rock, and indeed nobody goes near them except some of their fellow-tribesmen who live in a
village named Chachi on the outside edge of the forest, and not many of these will ever venture far inside. So few
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people have dared to go to the fetish village that it is commonly supposed to be invisible to human sight.
In former times, just before the beginning of the rains, each year the Emir would send a black ox, a black hegoat and a black dog to the villagers of Chachi to be handed over to the guardians of the rock for sacrifice to the
fetish. Even at the present day a fire is sometimes seen burning on the top of the rock, and when this fire is seen,
men say that before the year is out something of note will happen in the land of Abuja. It is certain that no human
hand lights this fire, for no man born of woman could climb the sheer smooth granite flanks of the rock, and none
but the birds or perhaps a passing airman have ever seen its top.
Two years ago for the first time a party of men from Abuja, the District Officer, the Iyan Bakin Kasuwa who is
now our Emir, the Sarkin Malamai who is now the Sarkin Ruwa, together with the Chief of Zuba who is now the
Sarkin Yamma, went to find out the truth about the rock. It was said that we should never reach it alive, and the
priest would not see us if we did. It was said that this priest wore no clothes and neither cut nor dressed his hair;
and it was said that in the old days human beings, usually virgins, were sacrificed to this fetish.
We went to Chachi, and the men of Chachi would not come into the forest with us, but they showed us the path
leading to the village. This we followed for a long way over difficult ground and came at last to the village.
The fetish priest had some unexpected visitors that day! We sat outside his house and all the people came out
to welcome us. There they talked to us in proper Hausa—not in any strange tongue which needed interpreting. We
found that all the stories we had heard were nonsense—the priest was just like other men, properly clothed and
shaved as we were. He showed us the place where the former priests are buried, and said that he knew nothing of
human sacrifices but believed that at one time they had been made. Nowadays the sacrifice is made, not to the
rock itself, but to the spirits of the dead priests, his ancestors.
Thus we were the first men, except for some of their fellow-tribesmen of Chachi, ever to visit these guardians
of the rock. Very many people prophesied that before the year was out we should all suffer some great misfortune;
but the time passed and nothing untoward occurred, on the contrary each of us has since then been given a title of
greater honour.
Wonderful are the works of God!
176.56 Our Visit To Kano: A Prose-Poem\fn{by Aliyu ’dan Sidi (latter 19th century1

)}

Northern Region, Nigeria (M)

We thank God that He willed and caused us to gather at the gate of Kano. We bless Muhammad; for his
sake.were we made—and Kano. Let us bless too his Companions, that through them we may succeed.
We were discussing our affairs as I made ready to go to the city of Kano. On the first of Muharram, a Sunday, I
entered the train to go to Kano. At Chalawa I spent the night, and setting off, met the horses of Kano, the horses of
the visitors and of the hosts too. And so we met with the Emir of Kano.\fn{ Aliyu ’dan Sidi was himself Emir of Kano
(1902-1920)} We made greeting; he turned and I followed him; so he took me to my lodging in Kano.
Soon I was greeting those who had come from afar, the Shehu from Kukawa—there he was, in Kano; from
Mafoni Laraba and Geidam also; the ruler too of Adamawa—all in the city of Kano; Katagum, Hadeja, Gombe
too, Misau and Jama’are—all in the city of Kano. Zazzau and Bauchi, Katsina\fn{There is a photograph in the
1965 edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica of the then Emir of Katsina, with his horsemen too, with Daura and
Gumel—there they were in the city of Kano. Kazaure, the men of Sokoto and Gwandu, the men of Kebbi and
Argungu—in the city of Kano.
The men of Gwadabawa and Konni and Yabo, the men of Gumi and Anka—in the city of Kano. From Miri and
Augi the men of Arewa; the men of Jega—there they were in Kano. The men of Wukari and Ibi, of Loko and
Lokoja—in the city of Kano. Yauri too, and Kontagora, and Rijau; the men of Wushishi and of Bussa in the city of
Kano. Kusheriki and Kwongoma and Koriga, and Wake’s Gwari—at the gathering in Kano. The men of Maginga,
of Kambuwa and of Silame—there they were in Kano. Ilorin, the Nupes, Agaie; and those from Abuja—in the
city of Kano.
And there was the sheep, and there the leopard; they drank from the same place; they grazed in Kano. The men
of Kuta, the men of Kafin Lafiya; and the people of Dan Roro—there they were in Kano. And Mahmud of Ningi
and the chief of Burra; and the chief, too, of Bassa—in the city of Kano.
My greetings go to the Emir of Kano for his work, for the gathering in his town of Kano, for the homes where
we lodged, for the entertainment, for the going forth to welcome the chiefs as they reached Kano, for the
lodgment given to white and to black, from city and village, for the viewing of Kano. I have good reason to know
about his work, for I stayed when I went to Kano, for I, too, toiled, when I was going to Kano. Both to him our
host and to us the visitors—may the Exalted give true virtue—in Kano.
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And I took with me pagans of many tribes, with trumpeting and drumming in the gathering at Kano. The men
of Fiti with their horses wearing face ornaments, and the Shayi, galloping at Kano. Of mounted men I took with
me five thousand was the total, when I went to Kano; Kurama, Katab and Chawai, too—all performed at the
gathering at Kano. Jaba and Gwari the men of Rumniya of Kadara—these, too, I took to the gathering at Kano.
In the great galloping of the chiefs’ horses, those of Zazzau took the honours at Kano, and when the games
were held and the arena was full, our horsemen excelled at Kano. In a butting match, fat and thin cannot compete,
as you know, a sheep’s strength is nothing—and not only in Kano. Steel and steel if they are rubbed together, one
will cut the other—so it was at Kano. Strength is not shown till it is matched with other strength—rocks were
shattered at Kano.
Go round Kano—find a Kano man, from the city, who knows Kano and ask him to tell you God’s truth, telling
you all about the gathering at Kano.
I wandered round Kano, accompanied by a Kano man, and so I know the wards of Kano. There’s the ward of
the Madawaki of Kano, called Yola—in the city of Kano; Daneji and Soron Dinki—it’s there, and so is
Lagwanawa, and Shashi, in Kano; and Marmara, yet another ward, and Kunduske and Gwangwazo—all in Kano;
then there’s Wudilawa and Na’ibawa, and Irbadi and Fasa’kyeya—in the city of Kano; Chironci, Gudundi, and Jar
Khsa, Magangari and ’Yarkoko—all in Kano.
In the southern corner of Kano there’s Wazirchi, Tuji and Sirada, there in Kano; Karofi, where they dye with
indigo, there’s Ma’datai and Dausayi—there they are in Kano; and the dyepits of Sudawa, Zangon Ciki, Dandago
and Diso—there in Kano.
There’s the ward of Durmin Kaigama and ’Bulbula and Guntu—there in Kano; and Yelwa and Dala and
Madabo, all on the north of the market of Kano; then, too, there is the ward of Makasa, of Sarari, of Sagagi—in
the city of Kano; and the ward of Waitaka, in Kano; and Durmin Dakata-Mini—all in Kano; Mahanga,
Kutumbawa—all are wards; so is Kazagen Dantse—in the city of Kano; there’s Che’diya-ta-Kuda, another ward
and Kalman Doso—in the city of Kano; and Lallokin Lemo and Makwarari and Makwalla—all wards of Kano;
Dabinon-uwaka and Mandawari; Alfindiki and Kwalwa—all in Kano.
Stop—let me shorten it, lest it be too long; let me mention what else I did at Kano.
We ended there and I went to Nasarawa, .to see the school of Sambo and the others from Kano. There’s a
school for the White Man’s learning, at Nasarawa, beyond the gate of Kano. There’s a school teaching the Qur’an
and our books, at the gate of Kano. There are boys learning from the wooden boards; there’s a mosque, well-built,
in Kano. There’s a building where sick ones live, a place where they are kept, by the gate of Kano—weavers,
tailors and carpenters—these, too, have a compound in the school at Kano, and so, too, blacksmiths, leatherworkers and spinners—in the school by the gate of Kano.
In the eleventh year of his reign, Aliyu son of Sidi made his visit to Kano, and made a poem of it, that those to
come after may hear, and know the time of his journey to Kano. And we thank God that he took us there safely
and brought us back safely from Kano.
Let us beseech the Exalted, the Bountiful, the Merciful for a good conclusion, here and in Kano, for the people
of Islam, men and women, from the gathering that we held at the gate of Kano. May He give us peace, here—and
there too.
Say “Amen,”: you who gathered at Kano. And so praise be to God that I have finished my poem, through His
grace, who took us to Kano. And may His blessing and His prayer be forever upon the lord of Medina and of us
and of Kano.
285.35 The Return Of The Soldier\fn{by Francis Obika (late 19th century?)} Ogidi, Anambra State, Nigeria (M) 1
… On the heels of War followed hardship.
There were none to work in the farms any more. There were none to clear the roads again. The walls fell and
remained fallen. The houses leaked but remained unrepaired. The thatches rotted on the roofs but there was none
to renew them. There were no young men to lead the maidens to dances any more. Decay set in in every aspect of
life.
Wives were paid allotments for their husbands on active service. They used the money to pay for the food and
other services which they could no longer provide for themselves.
Some soldiers sent money to their relatives to keep for them till they returned. When the money had grown big,
evil thoughts entered the minds of those relatives. They wished the soldiers might die on the battlefields so that
they could use the money for themselves. Some even went to native doctors to make charms which could cause
the death of a soldier on a battlefield.
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Some soldiers did die on battlefields. That was not remarkable, for why else did they go to war but to feed the
cannons? Some marched from one battlefield to another with charmed lives. Some were taken prisoners in enemy
countries. Some deserted their units and embraced new countries. Some even managed to return to Ojindu after
their desertion. Some won distinctions on one battlefield after another. Some were maimed and carried back to
Ojindu. Some suffered shell shock and became insane. Those who persevered to the end did not return until the
two atom bombs had demolished Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
*
Then the great homeward march began. They came by giant steamers over endless seas. It took many months,
many weeks and many days.
The great reunion was marked by happy celebrations. The fatted calf was killed and its blood sprinkled on the
shrine of the ancestors. There was so much to tell by those who returned.
Those who had imagination painted the pictures with art until those who had not exposed the crude truth. Then
the wonder did not last nine days.
Not all the home-comings were happy. There were some tragedies. Some ran amok when they came home to
find their trusts betrayed. Some found their wives with children they did not help to bear. Other armies had stayed
at Ojindu while they were away. Mankind being the same all the world over, the flesh had overcome the spirit.
Some returned to find all kith and kin extinct.
There was sorrow and there was joy. Life had to be built afresh. They had received the war gratuity promised
by the Government. At first it seemed a good lump of money. But soon they found it could not do everything.
The war veteran looked on the soil. It had grown poor through years of ceaseless cultivation.
He thought of the life he had led in the army. Apart from the actual fighting there was plenty to eat.
He thought of the countries he had visited.
He thought of the new life in foreign lands.
Why should be spend his life toiling to no profit? His soul rebelled. He had seen the happier side of life. He
wanted to have a share of the good things of life.
He turned from the soil, donned the khaki uniform again and went to the cities. From office to office he
presented himself.
The ex-serviceman became the problem of the day. The Government had promised them employment. Let the
Government redeem its promise.
The politicians caught the cry of ex-serviceman. The press printed banner headlines in support of the exserviceman. There was not enough employment to go round.
An opportunity was created for rogues to get rich. Jobbery became the order of the day. Whatever was left of
the war gratuity was handed over to the men in the key places in order to get a job no matter what sort. In some
cases money could not avail simply because there were no more jobs.
In desperation the veteran turned his attention to other sources. But he was determined not to go back to the
land.
*
At first one man went to the cities. Then followed another; and then there was a rush. The temporary
rejuvenation of social life in Ojindu created by the arrival of her youths from the wars was gone.
This time it was worse because the youths married the maidens and all went away.
The hopes of re-establishment of the old order were fast receding. There would never be any more folk dances.
Maidens with quivering breasts ripe like mangoes would no more step to the rhythm of the music played on
flutes, drums and gongs. The folk tales would no more be told beneath the stars at night, nor the carni vals be held
under the moon.
What a civilization! What a vengeance! …
176.55 The Song of Sa’idu: A Prose-Poem\fn{by Sa’idu ‘dan Bello (late 19th century(M) 1

)}

Northern Region, Nigeria

Let us thank God, the Lord of Office, the Unique, the King who shows no mercy to the unbeliever. Let us
thank God, the Lord of Office, the Lord of Heaven who brought us into the religion of Tahir.\fn{Literally, The Pure
One, the Prophet Muhammad} He gave us the sunna of the Prophet Muhammad. He gave us the means of salvation
which the unbeliever does not possess. O community of Muslims, come all, let us entreat him.
For with knowledge shall we be ransomed on the Last Day. Through knowledge a man is taken out of prison.
Whoever obtains it has more hope of justification than any other. A man who has no knowledge, he is a mere
creature of the bush, he can have no wish to live among men.
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Let us concentrate on the roads to religion of the malams. Let us not lose our way, let us dwell among men. Let
us remain among the community, all giving admonition, so that he who is destined for divine reward may be
saved and may abandon intercourse with the unbeliever.
He who desires that mercy shall come his way: let the women of his household not break purdah. The woman
who roams around the town, a beast she is. Whoever marries her, he has suffered loss, as the scriptures make
plain. I have it on good authority that the going out of women during the hours of daylight has been totally
prohibited.\fn{by God} Thus the learned have unequivocally interpreted the Qur’anic verse. The woman who goes
out without her husband’s permission, you can take your oath, she shall not drink from the river of alKawthar.\fn{One of the rivers of Paradise} If you are able, get your husband to visit your kinsfolk on your behalf If he
refuses, be patient and go at night.
The whole body of a woman is to be regarded as her pudenda save only the soles of her feet and her eyes, that
she may see about her. If you have not married her according to the sunna, do not single her out with your
attentions. Better you abandon her and avoid doing what is disapproved of. If you divorce her, do so during the
time that she is free of her courses. Do not divorce her during the time of her periods. Try\fn{ Regular visiting of kin is
obligatory in Hausa custom} to keep her in your house until three monthly periods have passed, even though your
senior kinsfolk exceed one hundred thousand.
The woman that scolds her husband goes to the bad in this world, even until the time that we go on to the
Hereafter. Her kinsfolk, hermother dnd father, will grieve on her account. By God, as for them, it is they who have
born an unbelieving daughter. In the Seven Fires of Hell you will get news of her. By God, she will have no
reward by way of drinking al-Kawthar.
The war horse\fn{The Day of Judgement} is in the stable. Flee from him, even though he is in chains, nay fetters.
The war horse is in the stable. Flee from him; whenever he sallies forth, there is no further means of escape. The
war horse is in the stable, flee from him; whenever he sallies forth, shall one argue with him then?
The drums of warning are beating for the sleepers; but will the drums be beaten for the dead?
The recitation of the al-hamdu\fn{A formula of thanks and praise} is the life of prayer, as you have learned. Where
there is no life, the trunk falls flat. He who prays without the fatiha,\fn{The opening surah of the Qur’an: In the name of
Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful. Praise be to Allah, Lord of the Creation, the Compassionate, the Merciful, King of Judgement-day!
You alone we worship, and to You alone we pray for help. Guide us to the straight path, the path of those whom You have favored, not of
those who have incurred Your wrath, nor of those who have gone astray!} He is one who sews his cloth without thread. It is as

if you pile your earth to build, and there is no water for mixing: your earth would stay there the whole year
uselessly.
179.181 A Letter\fn{by Zubeiru (also Zubairu), Lamido of Adamawa (

-1903)} Adamawa

Emirate, Nigeria (M) -1

From the slave of his Master, Sarki Kudu, Zuberu to his chief, Sarkin Musulmi Abderrahman, son of Atiku,
greetings.
After greetings to inform you of the terrible trouble which has befallen us.
The Christians have brought war on us. We were warned and believed not, but I heard this news last year from
Nupe. The man who heard the news had it from the mouth of Mallam Ahmadu, a Katsina man in Nupe. But he
who told me is with us and after we heard further news, after our affairs were ruined through the Christians.
Further to. tell you that the rule of the Christians has reached our town Yola, but not over me as I escaped and
those with me, or over our dependent villages. But I have left, and now today there are three days between me and
Yola, and I am seeking a place to hide from the severity of the earth’s dampness, until it dries.
You will, learn, if Allah wills, of the position between us and the Christians. I will not be double-faced towards
you and the Christians. My allegiance is to you by Allah and the Prophet and after you to the Imam Mahdi. I shall
not follow the unbelievers even if my towns are captured. The Prophet declared that he who joins his abode with
the unbeliever or dwells with him, is among them.
But we pray Allah that it may not happen. I have sent you thirty cows by Barau, my present to you. Peace be
on him who follows the faith.\fn{Addressed to Sultan Abd al-Rahman; found in the house of Muhammad Buhari, Waziri of Sokoto,
when that city was occupied by British forces in 1903}
179.182 A Letter\fn{by Muhammadu Maraafa (before 1903-

)}

Sokoto, Sokoto Caliphate, Nigeria (M) –1

From Muhammadu Marafa, son of Sarkin Musulmi Ahmadu, to his great brother, the Sarkin Musulmi
Muhammadu Attahiru. May Allah hear our prayers about him.
Greetings, etc.
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After greetings to inform you that we have no more news beyond what we have sent to you and are awaiting
the arrival of the spy we sent. If we hear any news of them we will send to you.
Further, I earnestly beseech you, in God’s name let no one hear a suggestion of our departure from your mouth
in this land, as this would mean ruin for our affairs. Our subjects and people, who are within the boundaries of our
land, would certainly throw off their allegiance to us on hearing such news. We should get no assistance from
them of what they have promised to us.
To sum up let us sit and wait the issue of the matter. Help lies with Allah alone, and if He makes easy for us
this matter, He is all powerful.
If we remain in our kingdom, all will be ordered for us by the Great Ordainer.
If circumstances indicating departure arise, let us depart, otherwise not. But let us only prepare—till such time
as God decrees for our departure.\fn{ Addressed to Addressed to Sultan Attahiru, Sultan al-Rahman’s successor; found in the same
state as the two above}
281.225 1. The Story Of The Slave By Name “The World” 2. How Brothers And Sisters First Came To Quarrel
And Hate Each Other 3. The Story Of The Boy And The Old Woman, And How The Wasp Got His Small Waist 4.
The Story About A Beautiful Maiden, And How The Hartebeest Got The Marks Under Its Eyes Like Teardrops 5.
How The Whip And The Maara Spoon\fn{A broken bit of calabash} Came To The Haunts Of Men 6. A Story About A
Chief, And How His Sons Observed His Funeral, And The Origin Of The Spider 7. A Story About An Orphan,
Showing That “He Who Sows Evil, It Comes Forth In His Own Garden” 8. A Story About A Witch, And How The
Baby Of The Family Outwitted Her, And Invented The First Walled Town 9. The Doctor Who Went On A
Pilgrimage To Mecca On A Hyena 10. A Story About A Chief And His Cook 11. A Story About Three Youths All
Skilled In Certain Things, And How They Used That Skill To Circumvent A Difficulty 12. A Story About A Giant,
And The Cause Of Thunder 13. A Story About An Orphan Which Was The Origin Of The Saying “The Orphan
With A Coat Of Skin Is Hated, But When It Is A Metal One He Is Honoured 14. A Story Of A Jealous Man And
What Befell Him 15. A Story Of A Great Friendship And How It Was Put To The Test 16. A Story About A Test Of
Skill 17. A Story About Miss Salt, Miss Pepper, &c. 18. The Story Of Muusa\fn{Moses} And How It Came About
That Brothers And Sisters Do Not Marry Each Other 19. A Story About A Hunter And His Son 20. A Story About
A Maiden And The Pumpkin 21. The Gawo-tree And The Maiden, And The First Person Who Ever Went Mad:
Twenty-one Folktales\fn{by Maalam Shaihu (before 1911- )} Kano?, Kano Emirate?, Northern Nigeria (M) 22
1
In the name of Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful, and may the peace of Allah be upon him, after whom
there is no prophet.
This is the beginning of a story about people.
A slave of a chief had a wife, and it was said of her she was of a loose character. He\fn{ The husband} said it was
a lie, that his wife did not go after men. At last, one day, a certain old woman said to him,
“Always when you go to the council then she is after the men”; and the old woman said,
“Today mount your horse, say you are going to an outlying village, you are going to sleep there.”
Then the chief’s slave saddled up, mounted, took the road and went off. When evening came he had not come,
for he had said,
“I am going and shall not return.”
Now the wife (possessed some lovers), the galadima\fn{A title of nobility, roughly akin to duke} and the vizier, and a
certain of the chief’s slaves, a foreigner, by name “The World”; and on the master of the house going out, then the
wife sent to her lovers, she said,
“My master will go to an outlying village, and he will not return today but tomorrow.”
Then the galadima brought four thousand cowries worth of meat and two thousand cowries worth of rice to
bring to the woman. When night came the galadima arrived, the meat and rice was set out, and he ate. Then he
heard the sound of the slippers of the vizier, and down he fell under the bed, and the rice was lifted and covered
up.
Sure enough it was the vizier. Then he sat down, he also was given rice and meat. He ate. Then he heard the
noise made by the slippers of him called “The World”.
He thinks it is the master of the house. So he fell under the bed, when he discovered the galadima sitting there.
Then he said,
“Oh, it’s the galadima, is it?” And he said, “Yes,” and said,
”Let us keep this secret.” And he said,
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“There is no harm in that.”
They were sitting there. Then “The World” was given his share, and he also was eating. Then they heard the
hoofs of the horse of the master of the house; he has come.
Then “The World” threw away the plate of food and fell under the bed. Then “The World” saw a man there. He
said,
“Who are you?” Then the galadima and the vizier said,
“It is we.” Then “The World” said,
“You, galadima, what brings you here?” And they said,
“For the sake of Allah, World, let us keep this secret among us.” And “The World” said,
“All right, keep silent.” Then they kept still.
The master of the house meanwhile was at his house taking off the saddle, he did not know. Then he told his
wife to give him water to wash. She gave him water and he washed. Then he entered the house and sat on the bed,
and his wife said,
”Greetings to you on your coming.” He did not reply, he was wondering and saying, “The World, the World”
(because he had been lied to and told that his wife went after the men, and behold, he had come and saw no one).
And he kept saying,
“The World, the World.” His wife said,
“What is the matter, master?” Now he, “The World”, the foreigner, thought it was to him he was speaking.
Truly he waxed angry, and spoke, saying,
“You -------, is it “The World” only you have to find fault with? Look, do you not see the galadima and the
vizier, but only “The World”, seeing that it is “The World” you are finding fault with only?”
*
On that all was confusion in the room, and the galadima and the vizier ran out, and left him called “The
World” and the woman’s husband fighting. The old woman was shouting and calling for help. They\fn{ People}
came and separated them.
Next morning the matter was brought before the chief, when the woman’s husband stated the case, but the
councillors split themselves with laughing, and the chief said, “Where are the galadima and the vizier?” and he
was told they had not come. And the chief said,
“Let someone go and see if all is well with them.”
They went and found that the galadima and the vizier were not at their house. Of a truth they had gone to the
bush; and until now they have not been seen, for very shame.
And the moral of this: it does not behove a man of position to act improperly.
2
This tale is about a maiden.
A certain man had three children, two boys and a girl, and it was the girl he loved. Then one day their big
brother went with them to the bush, telling them to come for sticks. And when they had reached the bush, he
seized her, climbed a tree with her, tied her on to the tree, and came and said, “The maiden has been lost in the
bush,” and said they did not see her, so they came home. They were weeping.
Then their father asked them what had happened, and they said,
“Our young sister she was lost in the bush and we did not see her. We searched until we were tired, but we did
not see her.” Then their father said,
“It cannot be helped.”
Then one day traders came and were passing in the bush. She heard their voices and she said,
“You, you, you, who are carrying kola nuts, if you have come to the village on the hill, greet my big brother
Hallabau, greet my big brother Tanka-baka, greet my big brother Shadusa.”
When the traders heard this they said that birds were the cause of this singing. Then again she repeated the
song. Then the leader of the caravan said he would go see what it was that was doing thus.
So he went off and came across the maiden fastened to the tree. And he said,
“Are you alive or dead?” The maiden said,
“Alive, alive.” So the leader of the caravan himself climbed up the tree and untied her.
*
Now long ago the caravan leader had wished for offspring, but he was childless. Then he said,
“Where is the maiden from?” And the maiden said,
245

“Our father begat us, we were three, two boys by one mother, I also alone, by my mother. Our father and
mother loved me, but did not love my brothers. And because of that our big brother brought me here, deceiving
me by saying we were going for sticks. He came with me here, tied me to a tree and left me. Our father is a
wealthy man, and because of that, he\fn{Her brother} did this to me.” Then the leader of the caravan said,
“As for me, you have become my daughter.”
So the leader of the caravan took her home and nursed her till she recovered. She remained with him until she
reached a marriageable age, and grew into a maid whose like was nowhere. And whenever she was heard of,
people came to look on her, until a day when her elder brother reached manhood.
He had not found a wife. Then he heard the report which said that a certain wealthy man had a daughter in
such and such a village; in all the country there was not her like. Then he went to his father and said he had heard
about the daughter of a certain wealthy man and it was her he wished.
So his father gave him gifts, and he came to seek a wife in marriage. And Allah blessed his quest and he found
what he sought, and the maid was wedded to him.
*
They came home, but when he would consummate their union, she would not give herself to him; and it was
always thus. Only, when they went off to the farms she would lift her mortar and golden pestle which her father
had given her, saying she was going to make fura cakes. And she poured the grain into the mortar of gold and
pounded and sung,
Pound, pound, mortar,
father has become the father of my husband,
alas for me!
Mother has become the mother of my husband,
alas, my mortar!

And so on till she had finished pounding. She was weeping and singing.
*
Now a certain old woman of the place heard what she was saying. It was always so, until one day she told the
mother of the girl’s husband, and she said,
“When you are all about to go to the farm, do you, mother of the husband, come out, give her grain, and bid
her pound fura, as you are going to the farm. When you get outside steal away and come back, enter the house,
and remain silent and hear what she says.”
So the mother of the man came out, their father came out, the boys and the woman all came out, and said they
were off to the farm. A little while after the man’s mother came back and entered the hut and crouched down.
Then the maiden lifted her mortar and golden pestle. She was singing and saying,
Pound, pound, my mortar,
father has become my husband’s father,
alas, my mortar!
Mother has become my husband’s mother,
alas for me!

She was singing thus and shedding tears; the mother also was in the room and was watching her until she had
done all she had to do.
When the people of the house who had gone to the farms came back, the mother did not say anything. When
night came, then she told her husband; she said,
“Such and such the maid did.” The father said,
“Could it possibly be the maid who was lost?” Then they said,
“But if it is she there is a certain mark on her back ever since she was an infant, she had been left in a house
with a fire and it had burned her.” She was summoned. They adjured her by Allah and the Prophet and said,
“This man who gave you in marriage, is he your father or were you given to him to be brought up only?”
But the maiden refused to answer. Try as they could they could not get an answer. Then the father said,
“Present your back that I may see.”
She turned her back, and they saw the scar where the fire had burned her when she was an infant. Then they
said,
“Truly it is so. From the first when you came why did you refuse to tell us?”
And they knew it was their daughter. And they sent to her father, the one who had found her,\fn{ Her foster-father}
and he was told what had happened. And he said,
246

“There is no harm done. I beg you give me the maiden. If I have found another I shall give her to him.”\fn{ The
husband} But they refused to consent to this.
As for the husband, when he heard this he took his quiver and bow. He went into the forest and hanged
himself. He died.
And this was the beginning of hatred among the children of one father by different mothers.
3
This tale is about a bush-burning. A story, a story. Let it go, let it come.
A chief gave permission for the grass to be burned. They went all round but did not see anything (game) until
all the grass was burned.
Then a certain bad boy saw a hole and dug; he did not see anything. But an old woman came out, and on her
emerging she screamed and said,
“The chief has set fire to the bush; (hitherto) whosoever has seen this hole has passed on, and now you must
dig it up. Today you will see.”
Then she sprang on the boy, but the boy struck her with his axe. Up she leaped and turned into a hawk, and
when she was about to swoop down on him he shot at her; and so they fought on until she got the better of him.
He ran away.
As he ran he came across a wasp, he was weaving cloth. Then the wasp said,
“Where are you going?” He said,
“An old woman chased me.” Then the wasp said,
“Sit here till she comes.”
So the boy sat down. He was there when the old woman came sure enough, and she sprang to catch the boy;
but the wasp swallowed her. He lifted a single thread and gave it to the boy and said he must tie it round his
middle. So the boy tied him up, until his back was almost cut in two.
That is the origin of what you see; the wasp’s belly is big, the old woman is inside. His back, which has
become a thread, the boy bound it at the middle, behind.
4
This is a story about an alliance. A story, a story. Let it go, let it come.
A chief begat a beautiful daughter; she had no equal in the town. And he said,
“He who hoes on the day the people come together and whose area hoed surpasses every one else’s he marries
the chief’s daughter.
So on the day the chief calls his neighbours to hoe (gayaa), “let them\fn{The suitors} come and hoe for him. But
he who hoes and surpasses every one else, to him a wife.”
*
Now of a truth the chameleon had heard about this for a long time past, and he came along. He was eating
hoeing medicine. Now when the day of the hoeing came round the chameleon was at home. He did not come out
until those hoeing were at work and were far away; then the chameleon came.
He struck one blow on the ground with the hoe, then he climbed on the hoe and sat down, and the hoe started
to hoe, and fairly flew until it had done as much as the hoers. It passed them, and reached the boundary of the
furrow.
The chameleon got off, sat down, and rested, and later on the other hoers got to where he was.
*
Then the chief would not consent, but now said he who ran and passed every one, he should marry his
daughter. Then the hartebeest said he surpassed every one in running.
So they had a race. But the chameleon turned into a needle; he leaped and stuck fast to the tail of the
hartebeest, and the hartebeest ran until he passed every one, until he came to the entrance of the house of the
chief. He passed it.
Then the chameleon let go the hartebeest’s tail; of a truth the chameleon had seen the maiden. So he embraced
her, and when the hartebeest came along he met the chameleon embracing the girl.
Thereupon the hartebeest began to shed tears, and that was the origin of what you see like tears in a
hartebeest’s eyes. From that day he has wept and not dried his tears.
5
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This story is (called) “Whack me”.
A certain man had two wives; one bore two children and the other had not any children, except the child of
another who lived with her. Now he (the husband) did not like the one who had borne, but the one who had not
borne.
Now it came about that a day of famine came on them. Then he went to the bush and found food, and refused
the one with children and gave to the one without children, and they two ate; and it was so always.
And one day he went to the bush and found guinea-fowl’s eggs, twenty in number. Then he called her (the one
he did not love) and told her to choose the largest of them. So she took one, she went and boiled it, and gave it to
the children to eat.
And on that day she too went to the bush, she found corn, and stirred (it into) gruel. And she called him and
said,
“Look among your nails and dip one, the largest one of all, then lick it, rise up, and leave the rest to the
children.”
Then he began to examine his nails, he turned them about, saying, “What one must I dip in?” and he kept
saying, “Is it this one or that one?” But all the time his one hand was between his legs loosening his skin waist
covering. Then he swiftly unfastened it, and plunged it into the pap, (in the pot, when) the woman’s eyes were
looking the other way; she did not see.
Then he stood up and said, “I have put one in.”
And she said, “You will get put to shame over this,” and she refrained from saying any more.
*
Another day she went to the bush, and saw a spoon and she passed on. But the spoon said, “How is it you
would pass on and not salute me?” So she said, “Greetings to you.” And the spoon said, “Greetings.” Then the
woman would have let it go at that, and passed on, but the spoon said, “Will not you ask my name?” So the
woman said, “What is your name?” And the spoon answered, “My name is Help Me.”; and the spoon said, “You
too say, ‘Help me that I may taste.’” So she also said, “Help me that I may taste.” Thereupon the spoon said,
“Bring your calabash.”
She brought her calabash. Then the spoon kept filling it with food: he poured it out for her till her calabash was
full. She went home, took it out, and gave her husband, and the remainder she and her children ate.
Next day her husband came and said, “For the sake of Allah where did you get that food?” Then she said, “I
got money, I saw grain, I bought it, I pounded it, and made food.” And he said, “That is all right,” and stood up,
and went out, and left her.
She also got up, lifted her calabash and went out, and went off to the bush where the spoon was. She came to
where he was and said to him, “What is your name?” And the spoon said, “My name is Help Me.” She said, “Help
me that I may taste.” Thereupon the spoon commenced to pour out food for her until her calabash was full.
She lifted it and went oft home, took (the food) out and gave him. He ate, with his one wife. They were filled.
And this happened again and again, till one day he\fn{Her husband} said,
“For the sake of Allah will you not take me to where you are finding this food?” Then she said to him,
“When the dawn of Allah appears, come.”
*
So when it was dawn, he came, and they went to the place where the spoon was. She said, “Salute her,” so he
saluted the spoon. Then his wife said, “Ask her, ‘What is your name?’” So he said, “What is your name?” And the
spoon said, “My name is Help Me.” And the wife said to him, “Say, ‘Help me that I may taste.’” And he said,
“Help me that I may taste.”
Thereupon the spoon commenced to pour out food for them until their calabash was full; then they lifted it and
took it home. They ate.
When night came then the husband returned. He lifted up the spoon and came back to the house, and put the
spoon inside the grain store. When he felt hungry then he told his wife to go into the grain store and see what was
inside. When she entered the store she met the spoon. She said, “What is your name?” Then he said, “My name is
Help Me.” And she said, “Help me that I may taste.”
And the spoon filled her calabash with food.
*
And they did not give that wife who had told him all about it. She also did not find any food. It was always so,
until one day his wife, the one the man loved, when the husband was not at home, he had gone to the bush, took
the spoon. She came to the stream and was washing it, when the chief’s wife came and greeted her and said,
“What are you doing?” She said,
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“Look at that.” Then they said nothing more. Then she said,
“Are you not going to salute her?” And they said,
“Greetings, greetings.” It answered the salute. Then this wife said,
“Ask, ‘What is your name?’” It answered,
“My name is Help Me.” Then they said,
“What sort of a thing now do they call Help Me?” Then this woman said,
“You say, ‘Help me that I may taste.’” And they said,
“Help me that I may taste.” Thereupon the spoon kept pouring out food for them.
Some had drawn water, but they poured it out, and brought their calabashes, and the spoon poured in food for
them, and they lifted it and took it home. And the chief asked,
“Where did you get this thing?” And they said,
“We went to the stream and we met there the wife of So-and-so, and she said, ‘Don't you see I am washing a
spoon?’ We said, ‘We have seen,’ and she said, ‘Will you not salute it?’ We said, ‘Greetings, lady friend.’ And it
said, ‘Greetings to you.
“Next we were silent, we were gazing, when that woman said, ‘Will you not ask its name?’ So we then said,
‘What is your name?’ and it said, ‘My name is Help me.’ Then we were silent (again), we were watching, when
that woman said, ‘Bring your calabashes and say, “Help me that I may taste.”’ And we too said, ‘Help me that I
may taste.’ And it kept pouring out food for us and filled up our calabashes with food.” Then the chief said,
“Go and bring it that I may see.” So they went off, the court officials and the chief's body-guard, and they went
and met this person, and they said,
“The chief says, give us Help me, that we may bring it for him to see.” So he took it himself and gave them; he
was black of heart. They received (it) (from him), they brought (it) to the chief and said,
“Behold it.” The chief said,
“Hail, lady friend,” and it answered.
And he said, “Bring large wooden dishes” and large wooden dishes were brought. Then he said, “What is your
name?” and it said, “My name is Help me.” And the chief said, “Help me,” and it kept pouring out food and filled
the wooden plates for him. And the chief said,
“This is too good a thing to be in a poor man’s house.” So the chief ordered it to be brought to his house. It was
brought to his house and it supplied the chief's house with food, but as for him who had the spoon (formerly) he
was dying of hunger.
*
Then one day his wife, the one who had shown him the spoon, when he had taken it and left her, went to the
bush to look for food. And she saw a branch of a tree, some say a whip; she saw it in the forest.
She said, “Greetings,” and it said, “Greetings to you.” And the wife said, “What is your name?” and the whip
said, “My name is Whack me.” And the woman said, “Whack me that I may feel.” Thereupon the whip kept
flogging her, whack! Whack! She was running away, she was yelling, she was saying, “Alas, I am repentant, I
shall follow you, I won't do it again.” But the whip flogged her until people came and rescued her.
She went home and called her husband, and took him to where the whip was, and said, “Have you seen, I have
found another thing again for giving food.” Then she stood afar off, she said, “There it is over there.”
Then the husband went off in haste, tramp! tramp! until he met the whip; it was lying down. He said, “Hail,
friend,” and the whip said, “Hail to you.” He was all the time thinking it was something good. Then he said,
“What is your name?” and the whip said, “My name is Whack me that I may feel.” Then this man said, “Whack
me that I may feel.”
Thereupon the whip kept beating him until it was tired. And the whip went back and lay quite still, and the
man too went home and lay down. And the wife he loved came along and said, “What has happened?” And he did
not answer. He lay quiet until he got better.
Then he went and came to where the whip was lying. Then he kept crouched down, he crouched down until he
got near it, then he jumped and held it down, and took it home, and put it away in the grain store. Then he sat
quietly until his favourite wife came. And she said,
“Today I am feeling hungry.” Then he said,
“Go into the grain store and see what is inside.” Then she rose up in great haste, she said,
“What did you find today?” And he said,
“You yourself enter.” Then she said,
“Must I take a calabash?” He said, “Yes.”
She took a calabash and went into the grain store. He closed it. He said, “What do you see?” And she said,
“Something I have seen which is long.” And he said, “Greet it, cannot you?”
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She said, “I greet you who are resting,” and she said, “What is your name?” It said, “My name is Whack me,”
and she said, “Whack me that I may feel.”
Thereupon the whip set about beating her, she was shouting. Her husband, when he heard, ran off to the forest,
and his wife, the one he did not love, also ran out to the forest, through fear; and she also, the one who had
entered the grain store, with difficulty she found a way of escape and ran off; and they left the house deserted.
Long ago the spoon and the whip lived in the wilds, and this was the first time they made their appearance in the
home.
6
This is a story about a certain chief. A tale, a tale. Let it go and let it return.
A certain chief, by name Kurunguthe-bad-fish, grew old in his kingdom, and when he was near to death—he
had many children—he called them together and said,
“If I were to die what would you all do to observe my funeral?” His eldest child said,
“When you are dead I shall mourn for you by (slaughtering) a lion.” Each one said what he would do. His
youngest said,
“When you are dead I shall mourn for you by killing a hyena.” And it came to pass that not long after he died,
and each brought what he said; only the eldest and the youngest remained.
Then the youngest went to the bush, he was walking, and he came across a cow and brought it back. They
slaughtered it and made a skin bag of it, and they took the cow’s head and feet and pushed them into the bag.
Then he went and called the hyena. She came and he said,
“We divided up the meat when you were not there, and we set aside your share.” They showed her the bag,
they said,
“There it is, go in and lift (the meat).”
Then the hyena put in her head and entered. Then the youngest son immediately closed the mouth of the bag
and they tied it up, the hyena inside, and they dragged the hyena and brought her above their father’s grave. And
they kept flogging her until the skin burst. The hyena found an exit, got out, and ran off. Then the youngest son
got angry and said,
“I shall catch her again.”
And so another day he found a cow, he brought it back and killed it, he searched for porridge and covered his
eye with it and went off to the forest. He saw the hyena and said,
“Hyena, we have divided up the meat in your absence, we looked for you until we were tired. And as for us,
we are a people who keep a promise to our parents, and when they were about to die they said we must continually give gifts, and whoever found anything let him seek his brother (to share with him).” The hyena said,
“That is quite true, but someone has come here and deceived me. It was thus he enticed me away and he was
wanting to kill me.” Then the youngest son said,
“Come now, hyena, would a man call his brother to kill him?” The hyena answered,
“Let us go.” They took the road, they were coming, when the hyena stood still and said,
“No, yesterday he who came to call me, like you was he, let me hear it was not you.” The youngest son said,
“This man, had he one eye?” The hyena said,
“Let us go on.”
They took the road and were going on and they reached the house. Then the youngest son showed her where
the cow’s hide was, and he said,
“Enter, your (share) is within.” Then the hyena, when she was about to push in her head, came out and said,
“No, friend, do not come and do to me as your brother did to me.” The youngest son was standing by, and he
said,
“Come then, hyena, if it is that you do not want the meat, leave it, and go about your business. Does a man call
his brother in order that he may do him harm? The meat I show you if you do not eat, leave it, and get out.” Then
the hyena said,
“No, I am going to eat it.”
So she put her head in and entered. As she was going to lift the meat and then come out, then the youngest son
seized the mouth of the bag and closed it. And they all came up and tied up the hyena and dragged it and brought
it over their father's grave. They kept beating it, they beat it till the skin burst, and the hyena found an exit, and
came out, and ran off. But the youngest son said,
“I will find and bring her back again.”
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Then some time passed and the hyena forgot. And the youngest son found a very large cow and brought it
back. They slaughtered it, flayed it, and made a skin bag; they lifted a hind leg and put it in the bag, and made a
trap. Then the youngest son got some porridge, went to the bush, came near the hole where the hyena was, then
took the porridge, and covered up his eyes; then he could not see. Then he called,
“Where is the hyena’s den? Look at this, a cow has been slaughtered since yesterday, they put on one side a leg
for her, and she is not to be seen.” Then the hyena heard, she was in the hole, so out she came and said,
“Here I am.” And the hyena said, “Where is the meat?” Then the youngest son held out to her a large piece of
meat and said,
“You see the sign.” Then the hyena took it and swallowed it right off, and the hyena said,
“Let us go at once.” Then the hyena remembered, and she pulled up, and said,
“My friend, some one of your kindred, it was just thus he deceived me; he took me away and he wanted to kill
me.” Then the youngest son said,
“Come now, hyena, how can a blind man manage to kill another person?” And the hyena said,
“Let us go on.”
They took the road, they were coming, until they got to where the trap was. Then the youngest son said,
“Hyena, look at the meat there.”
Then the hyena saw a very fat hind-quarter. The hyena, without a thought, leaped and went in, in order to lift
the meat out; she did not know it was a trap, till the trap caught her. Then the hyena began to shout, and the
youngest son ran off and went home and called his brothers, and they flogged the hyena until the hyena became
insensible. And they bound her and dragged her, and brought her to their father’s grave, and they cut, and skinned,
and divided up the meat, and ate. Then they said,
“Each one has observed the funeral rites of our parent with the exception of our eldest brother.
Then their eldest brother lifted up an anvil, and took it to the bush; he was forging metal. Then the lion came,
and said,
“Friend smith, let me come and work the bellows for you.” He said,
“Yes.” So the lion came and worked the bellows.
Now of a truth the smith had done something, he had sought leaves of a certain kind and put them between his
legs. Then he lifted the tongs and put them in the fire, and he told the lion to blow the bellows; and the lion blew
them until the tongs were red hot. Then the smith got up and bent down and said to the lion,
“Friend, my anus is itching.”
And he lifted the tongs and pushed them among the leaves, and the leaves were set on fire. The lion thought it
was the smith’s anus. The smith too left them there until the tongs were cold. After this the lion said,
“An insignificant person like you, you have strength of mind to do this?”
Then the lion put the tongs into the fire, he was blowing the bellows until the tongs were red hot. Then the lion
said,
“Friend, lift them and place them for me.” So the smith lifted the tongs, he worked them up and down the
lion’s anus until the lion fainted.
Then the smith with all speed went home and summoned his younger brothers, and they came and they pulled
the lion and brought it home. Then he entered the house to get some water to bring for the young men—the lion is
lying still. Then the smith drew the water and came, and the people gathered round and looked on, then the lion
came round from his faint and said,
“My friend, what are you doing to me?” And the smith said,
“I have seen you were weary, and so I brought you home to pour water on you.” But the lion said,
“You are a liar.”
And the lion leaped and trampled him and tore him. That was the origin of the spider; when he trampled on
him, he broke up, and made many feet. That was the beginning of the spider; formerly he was a smith.
7
This is the story about orphans. A story, a story. Let it go, let it come.
A certain man had wives, two in number. He died and left them. One among the wives fell ill. She saw she was
near to death, so she said to the second wife,
“Now you have seen this illness will not leave me. There is my daughter, I have left her as a trust to you; for
the sake of Allah and the prophets look after her well for me.” So the woman died and was buried, and they were
left with the maid.
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Now always they were showing her cruelty, until one day a sickness took hold of the maiden. She was lying
down. Her stepmother said,
“Get up, and go to the stream.”
The maid got up, she was groaning, she lifted a small calabash, and took the road. She went to the stream and
drew water; she took it back and said,
“Mother, lift the calabash down for me.” But her step-mother said,
“Do you not see I am pounding? Not now, when I have finished.”
She finished husking the grain, she was winnowing, the maiden was standing by. The maiden said,
“Mother, lift down the calabash for me.” But her step-mother said,
“Do you not see I am winnowing? Not now, when I have finished.”
The maiden stood by till she had finished, until she had washed; she paid no attention to the maiden. The
maiden said,
“Mother, help me down (with the water-pot).” She said,
“Do you not see I am pouring grain into the mortar? Not now, but when I have finished pounding.”
The maiden kept standing by till she finished pounding; she re-pounded, she winnowed, she finished, the
maiden was still standing. The maiden said,
“Mother, help me down,” but she said,
“Do you not see I am putting porridge in the pot? When I have finished.”
The maiden kept standing by till she had finished putting the porridge. The maiden said,
“Mother, help me down.” But she said,
“If I come to help you down the porridge will get burned; wait till the porridge boils.” The porridge boiled, she
took it out of the water, till then she pounded it, squeezed it, and finished.
She did not say anything to the maid, till the wind came like a whirlwind; it lifted the maiden and went off with
her and she was not seen. The wind took her to the bush, there was no one but she alone. She was roaming in the
forest till she saw a grass hut. Then she went up to it. She peeped in, and met a thigh-bone and a dog inside.
Then she drew back, but the thigh-bone said, “Us! us!”, and the dog said,
“He says you are to come back.” The maiden came back, and the thigh-bone said, “Us! us!”, and the dog said,
“He says you are to enter.” The maiden entered the hut, and bowed down and prostrated herself, and the
thighbone said, “Us! us!”, and the dog said,
“He says, ‘Can you cook food’?” And the maiden said,
“Yes.”
So they gave her rice, one grain, and said she was to cook it. She picked up the single grain of rice. She did not
grumble, she put it in the mortar and pounded, and when she had finished pounding, the rice filled the mortar. She
dry pounded the rice and finished, and poured it from a height to let the wind blow away the chaff.
She went to the stream and washed it; she brought it back home, she set the pot on the fire, she poured in the
rice and in a short time the rice filled the pot. Then the thigh-bone said, “Us! Us!”, and the dog said,
“He says are you able to make soup?” The maiden said,
“Yes, I can.” The thighbone said, “Us! us!”, so the dog got up and went to a small refuse heap, and scraped up
an old bone, and gave it to the maiden. She received it and put it in the pot.
When a little while had passed, the meat filled the pot. When the meat was ready, she poured in salt and spice,
and she put in all kinds of soup spices. When the soup was ready she took the pot off the fire, she served out the
food and divided it up. Ten helpings she set aside for the thigh-bone, for the dog she set aside nine helpings, and
she set out for herself two.
They ate and were filled.
So it is, because of this, if a stranger has come to you, honour him, give him food to eat. Meanwhile you study
his nature, you see if it is bad or good.
To return to the story.
They went to sleep. At dawn the thigh-bone said, “Us! us!”, and the dog said to the maiden,
“He says, ‘Can you make fura cakes?” She said,
“Yes.” The thigh-bone said, “Us! us!”
Then the dog got up and came and lifted one grain of corn; he brought it and gave her. She received it and put
it in the mortar; she poured in water, she lifted the pestle, she was pounding; as she pounded, the corn became
much.
She took it out, she winnowed, she took it to the water, she washed it, she returned, she pounded, she took it
out, she winnowed, she returned, and poured it in again. She pounded it very finely, she took it out, rolled it into
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cakes, and put it in the pot until it boiled. She took it off (the fire), set it down, poured it into the mortar, pounded,
took it out, rolled it up into balls, and gave to the thigh-bone three balls, to the dog she gave two.
When it was dawn the thigh-bone said, “Us! us!”, and the dog said,
“He says, ‘Are you going home?’” She said,
“I will go, but I do not know the way.” Then the thigh-bone said, “Us! us!”, and the dog rose up; he went and
brought slaves, beautiful ones, he brought cattle and sheep, horses and fowls, camels and war-horses, and
ostriches, and robes, everything in the world, the dog brought and gave to the maiden. He said,
“There they are, the thigh-bone says I must give you them; you will make them the provision for your journey.
And he says he gives you leave to set out, and go to your home.” But the maiden said,
“I do not know the way.” So the dog told the thigh-bone, and the thigh-bone said, “Us! Us!” and the dog said,
“He says let us set out, and I must show you the way.” So the dog passed on in front, the maiden mounted a
camel, the camel was led.
They were going along. The dog brought them till they reached close to her home. The dog turned back, but
she herself sent into the town; she said, let the chief be told it was she who was come. The chief said,
“Let them go and meet her.”
They went and met her. They drew up at the chief’s doorway, the chief gave them permission to alight, they
alighted, She took out one tenth and gave the chief. She stayed there until the chief said he wished her in
marriage. They were married.
She also, that step-mother of hers, (her late father’s second wife) was envious, so she told her own daughter to
go to the stream to draw water for her. But the little girl said,
“Mother, I am not going.” But she lifted a reed and drove her, and she went to the stream by compulsion.
Now the girl went to the stream, drew water, and took it home. She came across her mother as she was
pounding; she said,
“Mother, help me down (with the pot).” But her mother said,
“I am pounding, wait till I have finished.” She finished pounding, and the girl said,
“Mother, help me down.” But she answered,
“I am about to winnow, wait till I have finished.” She finished winnowing and the girl said,
“Mother, help me down.” She replied,
“I am just going to pound—when I have finished.”
When she had finished pounding then she sought the girl low and high; she did not see her, the wind had lifted
her and taken her to the bush.
It cast her there, she was roaming in the forest, when she saw a grass hut. She went and peeped in the hut, and
she saw a thigh-bone and a dog. Then she drew back, and the thigh-bone said, “Us! Us!” The dog said,
“He says you are to come.” So she came and said,
“Here I am.” The thigh-bone said, “Us! us!” The dog said,
“He says you are to sit down.” So she sat down, and said,
“Mercy on us, a thighbone that talks. What sort of a thing is ‘Us! us?’”
But they gave no answer. A short time after the thigh-bone said, “Us! us!” Then the dog said,
“He says, ‘Can you cook food’?” And she said,
“Ah, it’s a bad year when the partridge has seen them planting out the young trees (instead of sowing, when it
could eat the seed). A thigh-bone, too, even it has an interpreter. I am able; you, I suppose, have the grain, when
you are asking if people can cook food.”
They gave no answer, but the dog got up; he lifted one single grain of rice and gave her.
“What’s this?” she said, “today I am about to see how one single grain of rice makes food.” The dog replied,
“As for you, make it thus.”
She lifted the rice and put it in the mortar, she was pounding, and after a little while the rice became much. She
dry pounded it, took it out, poured it out so as to blow away the chaff, poured on water, cooked it. By the time she
had finished cooking it the rice filled the pot. She was amazed.
The dog lifted up a year-old bone, brought it, and gave her. Then she said,
“What am I to do with it, this is a year-old bone.” The dog replied,
“As for you, make it thus.” She said,
“Are you supposed to be conjurers? I warn you; it is not my business that wizards should eat me.”
The dog remained silent; not a thing did he say.
She washed the bone and put it in the pot, and in a short time the pot was full of meat. The girl was amazed,
but she stirred the food, she took it out and set the soup down. She put aside for the thigh-bone three helpings, for
the dog two. But the dog was angry because he saw her share was large, theirs very small, and he said,
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“What’s this?” When he would have said, “Haba,” he could only say, “Hab hab,” because he had not told the
thigh-bone first before he spoke.
(Formerly the dog was a minister at court and used to talk like a person; when he got in a temper in front of the
king, he condemned him to say ‘Hab! hab!’ if he rose up to quarrel. And the moral of this is, a youth must not lose
his temper in the presence of an elder.)
Now they had eaten their food and slept. At dawn the thigh-bone said, “Us! us!”
Then the dog was not able to speak, but he went and brought blind men, and lepers, and blind horses, and lame
asses, and sheep, robes and trousers were brought to her, and the dog showed her the way. He brought her to near
her home and turned back.
But the thigh-bone drove him away, so he came back very quickly and joined them, and followed them until
they reached the house. That is the first time the dog came to the house, formerly he was in the bush.
Well, to continue, when they had got near the house, then she sent one leper from among her retinue. He sat on
a blind horse and his message was to tell the chief she has come. The chief allowed her to be met.
The chief made the galadima and many people to go and meet them. When they reached the open space in
front of the chief’s house, then a stink filled the town. Then the chief said they were to be taken far back to a
distance behind the town. They were led behind the town, far away they were to make their houses. When the
mother of this maiden saw all this, then she became black of heart, and died.
That was the first appearance of wickedness, which is not a beautiful thing. Whoever commits a sin against
another it comes back on himself, as a certain learned man sung, may Allah dispense mercy on him, he says,
“Whosoever sows evil it comes forth in his own garden. That is true without a doubt, have you heard?”
8
This is a story about a witch. A story, a story. Let it go, let it come.
A certain old woman had children, nine girls, and she went far into the bush and lived there. Now some boys,
youths, there were nine of them too, set out from their village and went to the house of the witch, where the girls
were. They came. The girls gave them water, each had a maid who gave him water to drink.
Now the youngest (among the boys) the youngest maid brought water to, and gave him, but he refused to
drink. When night came each of maids made food and gave him; and they ate. The youngest of the maidens made
food and brought it to the youngest of the youths, but he refused to eat. They said,
“How is it when you come every one eats food, but you alone refuse to eat?” He said,
“If young men come to the house of maidens and eat food, then they have become worthless young men.” And
they said,
“That is true.”
The time for sleep came, when for each and all his maiden prepared his couch, and they lay down and were
sleeping. The youngest of the boys got up and unfastened the others’ waist-cloths and tied them on the maidens.
He took off their cloaks and put them on the maidens, he lifted the kerchiefs of the maidens and. tied them on the
boys. He took away the dresses of the girls and tied them on the boys.
A short time passed, they were asleep, when this old woman came. When she felt about with her hand, she
discovered who had cloaks and who waist-cloths. Then she cut their throats, and thus she did till she had cut off
the heads of all her daughters; then she returned and lay down.
But the baby of the family also had seen her, he had not slept. He got up, dug a hole from the house where they
were lying to their mother’s house. Then the baby of the family wakened the others from sleep. They entered the
hole and went home and left her daughters lying cut.
When day dawned the old woman came. She was rejoicing because she was about to eat meat, then she came
across her daughters cut: then she ate her hand from vexation. Then she left off, and said,
“I shall be revenged.”
Another day she went into the town (of the young men). And she turned herself into a magaria tree, then the
boys, fifteen in number, climbed up and were sitting there. But she tore up the tree with them and went off to her
house with them.
The boys’ parents were lamenting. The baby of the family came and said,
“Leave off crying, I shall bring you your children.”
He went off to the bush, and he saw this old woman’s cow, then he went inside its belly. When the cow came
home, it was as if in calf And the old woman said to this cow of hers,
“If you give birth to a son, I shall cut your throat; if you give birth to a daughter I shall leave you alone.” And
it came to pass that one day the cow gave birth to a daughter.
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(Now of a truth it was the baby of the family, he had turned into the child of a cow.)
They were living like this, when the baby of the family (who was now a calf), if the old woman washed her
calabashes, jumped and fell among them and smashed them. One day she washed her calabashes and put them in
the sun to dry, then the cow's calf jumped and fell on them and smashed them. And the old woman got in a rage,
and said to these boys that they must all rise up, and go and catch and bring it, and cut its throat. So the boys rose
up and followed the calf.
The calf ran off till it came right into the town; the boys followed it. Then the calf turned into a person, truly it
was (he who was) the baby of the family. And he said,
“Let each come and catch his son.”
So each one came out and caught his son, and the baby of the family he also went home. Now she (the old
witch) said,
“I will catch him again.”
So she turned into a Fulani woman, and took some milk, and brought it into the town. It was said that no one
was to look into the milk. But one of the baby of the family’s elder brothers looked in, and his eyes fell out. Then
she took her milk, turned into a whirlwind, and went off with him.
Then he came early, (and found his elder brother) was not at home. And they said,
“A certain Fulani woman came with milk and lifted the eyes of our elder brother and went off with them.” And
the baby of the family said,
“I shall get them back.”
So he fastened on a dress and head kerchief, and went to the old woman’s house. When she saw him, he was
like her youngest daughter, and she said,
“Welcome, welcome.” And the baby of the family he also began to cry, he was weeping and said,
“Bad boys came and sinned against me, they killed my elder sisters.” The old woman too was saying,
“It is the youngest of my daughters.” And she said,
“Cease crying, youngest of my children, as for us, we shall be revenged.” She said,
“As for me, see the eyes of the eldest of them I have brought.” And the baby of the family said,
“Give me that I may see, mother, the eyes, and that I may play with them.”
So the old woman took them, and gave him, she did not know it was he. He was playing with them, when she
said,
“Sit and look after the house; I am going to the stream and shall return.” She lifted up the water-pot and turned
her back.
Then the baby of the family rose up, and ran off with his brother’s eyes; he went with them and gave his elder
brother. Then the old woman returned and said,
“Where is my youngest child?” She did not see her youngest child, and she set down the water. After a little
while then the maiden came, and the old woman said,
“Bring the eyes that we may cook them.” The maiden said,
“No, you did not give me any eyes.” And she said,
“La Ila, it is the youngest of their family, he came and deceived me; I thought it was you, but it cannot be
helped, I shall catch him.” She ceased.
Another day the baby of the family went to the bush. He was hunting when he met the old woman. She caught
him, and took him to her house, put him in a hole, and covered him up, while she went to the stream. She left her
youngest daughter and told her to wait and watch the baby of the family lest he ran away. Then she went off to the
stream. Then her youngest daughter came to the place where the baby of the family was in the pit and she said,
“Oh, baby of the family, what are you eating.” And he said,
“Stretch out your hand and I will give you what I am eating.”
So she put out her hand, but the baby of the family seized her hand, and pulled her, and cast her into the pit;
she was inside, she was crying. The baby of the family covered her up as her mother had covered him. He took
her dress and kerchief and tied them on. He remained there, and was playing about until the old woman came.
She said, “Let me hear that the baby of the family has not run away,” and he replied, “He is here, he has not
run away.” She boiled hot water, it boiled, she took it up, and she said,
“Son of a profligate, today he will see.” Then she went to the hole and poured in the water, and the maiden,
when she felt the heat kept shouting out, and saying,
“Mother, it is I, mother, it is I!” He, the baby of the family, said, “It is a lie you are telling. May Allah guard
mother from giving birth to such as you, may Allah guard her from giving birth to such as you,” and so on till she
died.
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She lifted her out, cut her up in small pieces, put her in a pot and cooked her. When the girl was cooked she put
in daudawa spice and salt, took the pot off the fire, took out the meat and said,
“Youngest daughter, come forward. You alone will eat the son of the profligate woman.” But he said,
“No, as for me I shall not eat, now you yourself eat and be filled.” She was crunching, crunch! crunch! until
she had almost eaten all the meat. Then she ceased, and said,
“There is your share, little daughter.”
The baby of the family replied, “Mother, if you are not full eat up all,” and she took up what was left and ate.
She left a small piece, put it aside, and said,
“There is yours.” And he who was the youngest of the family said,
“Today you have eaten up all your daughters, and there only remains for you to eat yourself.” Then he threw
aside the cloak and said,
“Do you see it is I, the baby of my family, you did not eat me.” Then he ran off, and went home and told the
people of his town, saying
“Flee.” And the whole town rose up and fled.
When they had gone, then their elder brother said he has dropped his slipper; he said he would turn back and
get it. The baby of the family said, “Do not go back,” but he said he would return for it. The baby of the family
said,
“Allow me to return.”
The baby of the family returned, he went and entered the house. And she came and closed the door; he climbed
on to the top of the house and caught hold of a beam. Then he said to her,
“If you are wanting to eat me up, you have only to open your eyes at me when I shall be afraid and fall down
and you will catch me.”
Then she raised her head, and opened very widely eyes at him. As for him, he had ground peppers with him, so
he cast them at her eyes, and she closed the eyes. He came down, and as he was about to go outside, she caught
his foot. But he said,
“Fool, you have caught a stick, and you think it is my foot.”
Then she let go his foot and caught hold of a post; and he came out, seized the door, shut it and set fire to the
house. The old woman was burned. Then he went and told the chief what he had done with the old woman, and he
said,
“Let us return home.”
So they returned home. And the chief said,
“Let the drums be beaten in town and village and let them assemble.” Drums were beaten in town and village
and every one assembled. And the chief brought one hundred cloaks, one hundred trousers, one hundred cattle,
one hundred horses, of everything in the world one hundred of each. He said he gave him half his town and all the
things which had been brought, the chief said he gave to the baby of the family. And the baby of the family said,
“Chief, a town, if it has not a protection, is worthless. Let a wall be built before the people have
dispersed.”And the chief said,
“There is no one able to build a walled town.” And the baby of the family said,
“I shall build it; do you only give me assistance with the men.” The chief consented, so the baby of the family
built a walled town.
And that was the origin of walled towns, the baby of the family began that every one might see.
9
This is a story about a learned man.
A certain doctor of learning set out to go to Mecca in order to add to his rewards hereafter that they might be
many. He had a very thin mare. He mounted, and went deep into the forest when be saw a hyena. The mare was
weary and the hyena said,
“Doctor, where are you going?” The doctor said,
“I am going on the pilgrimage.”
“What is the matter?” He said,
“It is the mare, she is weary.” She said,
“Is that it? Give her to me, I shall kill her, and eat her up. You will mount me and we shall set out.” The doctor
said,
“So?” She said,
“Yes.” The doctor said,
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“You must not deceive me.” She replied,
“Come now, Doctor, because I have seen she was unable to go on, it is because of that I speak thus. I, for my
part, if you mount me, this instant will I carry you to Mecca.” The Doctor said,
“All right, catch the mare and eat it up.”
The hyena seized the mare, tore it up, picked up the meat and took it home. She ate it with her cubs, they ate
up all the meat; then she refused to return. The Doctor sat down and got tired; he did not see that the hyena had
come back.
Things were like this, when a jackal came and met the Doctor sitting there. The jackal said,
“Doctor, what has happened?” The doctor said,
“I have set out from my home going to Mecca, my mare got tired, I was sitting down, the hyena came across
me and asked what was the matter, and I said, ‘I am going to Mecca, my mare got tired, and that is the cause of
my sitting here.’ And the hyena said, ‘Oh, this thing can never take you to Mecca. Give her to me to eat that I may
feel joy, and increase my strength, so that I may carry you to Mecca.’ I then said, ‘Hyena, you must not deceive
me, eat up my mare for me, and then run away, and I shall not see you again.’ She replied, ‘Where do they do that
sort of thing? It is the truth I told you, there is no lie in it,’ then I thought it was true, and told her to catch the
mare. That is all, the hyena went off; till today I have not seen her.”And the jackal said,
“Leave off, Doctor, I will bring her to you now.”
He lifted the saddle and saddle-cloth and bit and halter and spurs and whip and went off, and he got a lump of
meat and took it. As he went he was dropping the horse furniture one by one until he got near the mouth of the
hole (where the hyena) was. He put aside the saddlecloth and passed on, and came to the mouth of her hole, and
stood, and announced his arrival. No answer, for previous to this the hyena has told her children saying,
“Whoever comes here looking for me, you must say I am not here.” So when the jackal hailed, they said,
“She is not here.” And the jackal said,
“Allah curse her, she has no luck; men are sought for that they may get something good, and bad luck prevents
them from getting it. See, a cow has died, a very fat one, I have come to call her and show her, and you say, she is
not here. Let me return.” Then the hyena said,
“Who is seeking me?” The jackal said,
“I am seeking you. Some cow died, a very fat one, I cut off a big lump and have brought it to you, but these
boys are saying you are not here.” And the hyena said,
“There is no God but Allah! you have seen, worthless fellows. I was asleep and was sought for, and you say I
am not here.' So the hyena came out. When she came out she said,
“Here I am.” The jackal said,
“Take it, taste.” She received the meat, swallowed it; she did not give to her children. She said,
“Let us be off.” They took the road, they were going along; the hyena was in front a long way, the jackal
behind. Then she said,
“You cannot walk, mount me and let us get along quickly.”
The jackal mounted her, they were going along; they come across the saddle-cloth. The jackal said,
“Let me spread this thing on your back, the hair on your back is getting ruffled.” And she said,
“Do it quickly and let us get on.”
The jackal lifted and spread it. He mounted, they were going along. They came across the bit, when the jackal
said,
“Let me lift up this thing and put it in your mouth; perhaps it will be better for me to hold.” She said,
“Put it on quickly and let us get on.”
The jackal put on the bit and mounted. They were going along; they came across the spurs. He dismounted,
picked up the spurs, and put them on his feet, and mounted. They were going along, they were near the Doctor,
when the hyena said,
“You must not take this way.” The jackal replied,
“This is where the meat is.” The hyena said,
“Let us make a détour thus.”
They have turned off another way, which the jackal knew, and got opposite to where the Doctor was, when he
turned the bit towards where the Doctor was and struck her with the spurs. Then the hyena sprang forward,
saying,
“Uu, uu.”
They did not pull up till (they reached) where the Doctor was. The jackal pulled up in front of the Doctor,
dismounted, and said,
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“Doctor, behold your debtor. Rise up, mount, and do not get off until you reach where you are going. If you
dismount, even at the water, do not say she is to be taken to the stream.” The doctor replied,
“I have heard.”
The doctor mounted, and did not get down till he had reached Mecca. Then he dismounted and gave the hyena
to some boys to hold, saying,
“You must not mount, you must not take her to the stream.”
The Doctor entered the mosque, they were praying. Then the boys mounted, and went off with her to the
stream. When they got behind the town then they galloped.
The hyena carried them off, and entered the bush with them, and ran until she threw them and went her own
way.
Then the Doctor came out of the mosque; he did not see the boys, he did not see the hyena.
10
This is a story about a chief Garnakaki.
A certain very powerful chief one day struck camp to go to war. He had a certain cook, and he had a wife, this
chief, whom he loved. Everything the chief had was in this wife’s possession.
The cook was after this woman, and she also loved him, until one day the chief was secretly informed. The
chief seized the cook and put him in prison.
Now he was very fond of the cook, so he said he was to be taken out. He was taken out and brought forward.
The chief said,
“In spite of all if you give up my wife, you may return and continue cooking food.” And he said,
“I shall leave her.”
Truly it was a lie.
Time went on, and he was cooking food for the chief. Of a truth they were together, he and this woman, and
they were sinning against the chief, until one day they got medicine, (and) put it in the chief's food. The chief ate
and died.
This woman took possession of much of the chief’s property and much of the chief’s money. She gave him
them secretly, and no one knew, until they had finished taking everything. Then she came forward and married
him. That was the origin of the saying,
“Love him who loves you, leave him who hates you, lest he give you medicine to eat and you die.”
11
This tale is about some youths.
Certain young men went to an outlying village where some young girls were. They went on, and came to a
stream; there was practically no water on the road; the water came only up to their ankles. They passed on.
They came to where the maidens were, and came and greeted them, and carried them off. They came to the
stream and found it full up with water. Then they said,
“Ah when we passed this water it was not so;” and they said,
“How is this?” One among them said,
“Let us turn back.” The rest said,
“No, we do not go back.”
Now they were three, the king of wrestlers, the king of bowmen, and the king of prayer. And they said,
“Let each try and get out of the difficulty by resorting to his own particular skill.” They said,
“Let the one who is strong in prayer commence.”
So he prostrated himself, spat on his staff and struck the water; and the water opened, and he with his maiden
passed over. Then the water returned to where it was.
Next the prince of bowmen drew out his arrows from his quiver, he set them in a line on the water, from one
bank to another, he returned and lifted up his maiden. They stepped on the arrows, and passed over. Then he came
back, and picked up his arrows.
There remained the king of wrestlers. He too sought for what he should do; he could not find a way. He tried
this way, and failed, he made that plan and failed, until he was weary. Then he got in a rage, and seized his
maiden, and with a wrestling trick twisted his leg round hers and they jumped, and rose in the air, and did not fall,
except on the edge of the far bank.
Now among them who was better than another?
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If you do not know who was least, there you are.
12
This story is about a forest giant, about him and a man called, A-Man-among-Men. A story, a story. Let it go,
let it come.
There was a certain man, by name A-Man-among-Men; always when he came from the bush he used to lift up
a tree and come, and throw it down, and say,
“I am A-Man-among-Men.” His wife said,
“Come now, leave off saying you are a-man-among-men; if you saw a-man-among-men you would run.” But
he said,
“It is a lie.”
Now it was always so, if he has brought in wood, then he would throw it down with force, and say,
“I am A-Man-among-Men.” The wife said,
“Come now, leave off saying so; if you have seen a man-among-men, you would run.” But he said,
“It is a lie.”
Now one day his wife went to the stream. She came to a certain well; the well bucket, ten men were necessary
to draw it up. She came, but had to do without the water, so she turned back. She was going home, when she met
another woman who said,
“Where are you going with a calabash with no water?” She said,
“I have come and seen a bucket there. I could not draw it; that is what caused me to turn back home.” And this
woman, who had a son, said,
“Let us return that you may find water.” She said,
“All right.”
So they returned together to the well. This woman, who had the son, told the boy to lift the bucket and draw
water. Now the boy was small, not past the age when he was carried on his mother’s back. Then he lifted the
bucket then and there, and put it in the well, and drew up the water. They filled their large water-pots, they bathed,
they washed their clothes, they lifted up the water to go home. This one was astonished.
Then she saw that one who had the boy has turned off the path and was entering the bush. Then the wife of
him called A-Man-among-Men said,
“Where are you going?” She said to her,
“I am going home, where else?” She said,
“Is that the way to your home?” She said,
“Yes.” She said,
“Whose home is it?” She said,
“The home of A-Man-among-Men.”
Then she was silent; she did not say anything till she got home. She told her husband. He said that tomorrow
she must take him there. She replied,
“May Allah give us a tomorrow.”
Next morning he was the first to get up from sleep. He took the weapons of the chase and slung them over his
shoulder. He put his axe on his shoulder and wakened her from sleep. He said,
“Get up, let us go. Take me that I may see, that I may see the one called A-Man-among-Men.”
She got up, lifted her large water-pot, and passed on in front. He was following her until they got to the edge of
the well. Now they found what they sought indeed. As they were coming, the wife of A-Man-among-Men came
up, both she and her son. They greeted her, and the wife of this one showed him the bucket and said,
“Lift it and draw water for me.”
So he went and lifted the bucket in a rage and let it down the well; but the bucket pulled him, and he would
have fallen into the well, when the little boy seized him, both him and the bucket, and drew out and threw them on
one side. Then the boy lifted up the bucket, put it in the well, drew water, and filled their water-pots. His wife
said,
“You have said you are going to see him called A-Man-among-Men. You have seen this is his wife and son. If
you still want to go you can go together. As for me, I am not going.” The boy’s mother said,
“Oh, what is the matter? You had better not come.” But he said he would come; and she said,
“Let us be off.”
They set out. When they arrived at the house then she showed him a place for storing meat, and he got inside.
Now he, the master of the house, was not at home; he has gone to the bush. She said,
259

“You have seen he has gone to the bush; but you must not stir if he has come.” He sat inside till evening came.
The master of the house came. He keeps saying,
“I smell the smell of a man.” His wife said,
“Is there another person here? Is it not is not I.” Thus, if he said he smelled the smell of a man, then she would
say, “Is there another person here. Is it not I? If you want to eat me up, well and good, for there is no one else but
I.”
Now he was a huge man, his words like a tornado; ten elephants he would eat. When dawn came, he made his
morning meal of one; then he went to the bush, and if he should see a person there he would kill him.
Now he (A-Man-among-Men) was in the store-house, hidden. The man’s wife told him, saying,
“You must not move till he is asleep. If you have seen the place dark, he is not asleep; if you have seen the
place light, that is a sign he is asleep; come out and fly.” Shortly after he saw the place has become light like day,
so he came out.
He was running, he was running, until dawn, he was running, till the sun rose he was running, he did not stand.
Then that man woke up from sleep and he said,
“I smell the smell of a man, I smell the smell of a man.”
He rose up, he followed where the man had gone. He was running. He also, the other one, was running till he
met some people who were clearing the ground for a farm, and they asked what had happened. And he said,
“Someone chased is chasing me.” They said,
“Stand here till he comes.”
A short time passed, and the wind caused by him came; it lifted them and cast them down. And he said,
“Yes, that is it, the wind he makes running; he himself has not yet come. If you are able to withstand him tell
me. If you are not able, say so.” And they said,
“Pass on.”
So he ran off, and came and met some people hoeing. They said,
“What is chasing you?” He replied,
“Someone is pursuing me.” They said,
“What kind of a man is chasing such as you.” He said,
“Someone who says he is A-Man-among-Men. They said,
“Not a man-among-men, a man-among-women. Stand till he comes.”
He stood. Here he was when the wind of him came, it was pushing about the men who were hoeing. So he
said,
“You have seen, that is the wind he makes; he has not yet come himself If you are a match for him tell me; if
not say so.” And they said,
“Pass on.”
And off he ran. He was running. He came across some people sowing; they said,
“What are you running for?” He said,
“Some one is chasing me.” And they said,
“What kind of a man is it who is chasing the like of you?” He said,
“His name is A-Man-among-Men.” They said,
“Sit here till he comes.” He sat down.
In a short time the wind he made came and it lifted them and cast them down. And they said,
“What kind of wind is that?” He, the man who was being pursued, said,
“It is his wind.” And they said,
“Pass on.” They threw away the sowing implements, and went into the bush and hid, but that one was running
on.
He came and met a certain huge man; he was sitting alone at the foot of a baobab tree. He had killed elephants
and was roasting them, as for him, twenty elephants he could eat; in the morning he broke his fast with five. His
name was The-Giant-of-the-Forest. Then he questioned him and said,
“Where are you going in all this haste?” And he said,
“A-Man-among-Men is chasing me.” And the Giant-of-the-Forest said,
“Come here, sit down till he comes.”
He sat down. They waited a little while. Then a wind made by A-Man-among-Men came, and lifted him, and
was about to carry him off, when the Giant-of-the-Forest shouted to him to come back. And he said,
“It is not I myself who am going off, the wind caused by the man is taking me away.”
At that the Giant-of-the-Forest got in a rage, he got up and caught his hand, and placed it under his thigh. He
was sitting until A-Man-among-Men came up and said,
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“You sitting there, are you of the living, or of the dead?” And the Giant-of-the-Forest said,
“You are interfering.” And A-Man-among-Men said,
“If you want to find health give up to me what you are keeping there.” And the Giant-of-the-Forest said,
“Come and take him.”
And at that he flew into a rage and sprang and seized him. They were struggling together. When they had
twisted their legs round one another they leaped up into the heavens. Till this day they are wrestling there; when
they are tired out they sit down and rest; and if they rise up to struggle that is the thunder you are wont to hear in
the sky; it is they struggling.
He also, that other one, found himself, and went home, and told the tale. And his wife said,
“That is why I was always telling you whatever you do, make little of it. Whether it be you excel in strength, or
in power, or riches, or poverty, and are puffed up with pride, it is all the same; someone is better than you. You
said, it was a lie. Behold, your own eyes have seen.”
13
This story is about orphans. A story, a story. Let it go. Let it come.
A certain man died and left two sons, and their mothers, two women. Then among the mothers one fell sick.
She was taking medicine for her illness, but it refused to mend. When she saw she was apparently going to die;
then she said to her sister, that one (her late husband’s) second wife,
“You have seen this illness of mine will not go away. I know I am going to die, when Allah, the exalted one,
has taken my life from me, behold there is your son, I have left to you and put in your charge, for the sake of
Allah and the prophets.” She said,
“It is well, I have heard.”
And it came to pass the day came when she died, and the boy had not reached an age when he had full
knowledge. Then the funeral rites were completed. Some time passed after her death.
Now her son and the son of the other woman possessed fowls, and were rearing them; he had one, and the
orphan one. One day she lifted a stick, and hit the orphan’s on purpose, and killed it when he was not at home.
When he returned he saw his hen dead; he did not say anything except
“Alas! Allah, the powerful one, today my hen has died.” Then he picked it up, and plucked it, and put it on the
fire, and prepared it well, and placed a pot on the fire, and cooked it thoroughly. He took it up, and went with it to
the market.
Whoever came and said he wanted to buy it, he would answer he would not sell it, except for a horse. Then the
chief’s son carne, the one the chief loved; he too was quite a little boy. He was mounted on a powerful horse; and
he said the flesh of this hen was what he wanted and it must be sold to him. But the orphan said, if he did not give
him the horse, as for him, no one would eat his meat. So he was given the horse, and the chief’s son the meat, and
the former took his horse home. But his mother said,
“Take your horse and put it in this house, and close up the door with earth; in about seven days, if you open it,
you will see it has become fat enough to burst its house.” Her idea was if he did so it would be dead.
Now the boy thought this was true, so he put the horse in the house, and plastered up the door. When about ten
days had elapsed, he opened the door, and he saw his horse had become fat.
But his step-mother got black of heart because the horse did not die. Well, things went on, and one day she
said,
“Today there are no grain-stalks to cook with.” He must sell his horse and buy stalks of grain. But he said,
“Oh my mother, why must the horse be sold to buy stalks of grain?” She said,
“Because I am not your mother, because of that do you argue with me?” He said,
“I am not disputing, I shall go and seek the grain stalks.” She said,
“Stop! If you do not sell the horse leave things as they are.” And the orphan said,
“It cannot be helped.”
He went and sold. the horse and received the grain stalks, and brought them to her. She burned all the stalks;
she did not leave any at all, except three very small pieces which were left. He picked them up, sewed a little bag
and tied them inside.
Another day he rose up and went to another village for a walk, and climbed up on the fetish altar. They saw
him, and seized him, and said they would cut (his throat). But he said,
“I have heard the news that your chief is blind, and for that reason I came to make medicine for him. If you
don’t want me to then kill me.” But they said,
“We wish it.”
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So he was brought to the chief’s house and given a hut. When night came he lifted up his grain stalks; these
which the fire had left. He set fire to one and walked round the back of the chief’s house till it died out. And the
chief began to see a very little. Then he lit another, when it was finished, then both the chief’s eyes opened.
Thereupon they gave him honour. At dawn the chief assembled the people and said,
“You have seen the boy has made medicine for me. My eyes are healed, and I shall give him half of the town
to rule over.” But he answered,
“I am only a trader, passing, and I do not rule.” They said,
“If you will not rule, take whatever you wish and go.”
So he took slaves, and cattle, and everything beautiful, and went off with them, and entered his town with
them. The people were astonished. But his step-mother said,
“Come, let us go to the road by the stream, I have seen a rat enter a hole; you dig it for me to make soup.” And
he said,
“Come now, my mother, what kind of meat is a rat’s? Behold guinea-fowls, and hens, and rams.” And she said,
“We all know you have wealth; as for me though, rat’s meat is what I want.” So he said,
“There is no harm in that. Let us go, you show me.”
(Now really she has seen it was a snake’s hole but she told him this in order that she might bring him trouble.)
Now a big slave of his rose up (to accompany him). She said,
“Sit down, I have seen you are the owner of slaves, but it is you alone I will go with. If you will not come, then
stay.” So he told his slaves to sit down and he would go alone. They sat down. They set off, he and his stepmother. She went and showed him the hole. When he was about to dig, then she said,
“Put down your hoe and push in your hand.” So he put in his hand and drew out a bracelet. He said,
“There it is.” She said,
“That is not it. A rat, I said, was there.”
So he put in his hand again and drew out a golden bangle. But she got angry and went back home. She called
her own son; he came, whereupon she said he must put in his hand and catch a rat for her. On putting in his hand a
snake bit his hand, and they carried him home. He died before they reached home. She also died in three days.
The orphan inherited the house.
This is the origin of the saying, “The orphan with the cloak of skin is hated, but when it is a metal one he is
looked favourably on.”
14
This is a story about a jealous man. A story, a story. Let it go. Let it come.
There was a certain man who used to live in a town, but afterwards he rose up and went to the bush, lest people
might go after his wives, until one day the chief of the town heard about him and he said,
“He who goes and seduces his wives, if he comes to me I will give him a horse, and a cloak, and one hundred
thousand cowries.”
Then a certain man said he would be the one to go and lie with his wife before his eyes. Then he went off and
sought some baobab seeds. He opened them, and cleaned out the inside well; he sought for some very small
pieces of money and poured them inside. He went, reached (the place where the man was) and gave him a present
of them.
When he broke one open he saw the small money inside. He broke another also, and in the same way broke
open another. And he said,
“My friend, will you not show me where this baobab tree is?” He replied,
“The place where this baobab tree is is far away.” And he said,
“Take me to it.” And he said,
“It cannot be climbed except by a ladder, and no one knows where it is save me.” And he continued to entreat
him; and at last the seducer said,
“Let us go, I will take you there, but if it was not for you, I would not show anyone the place.”
So they set out along with his wife. When they came to the baobab tree then the seducer lifted the ladder and
placed it against the tree, and told the woman’s husband to climb up. So up he climbed.
When he had finished climbing, then he lifted away the ladder, and carried it somewhere else and set it down,
and came back. He seized the wife and threw her down. He did what he intended, the woman’s husband looking
on and not able to descend; but he said, “I shall spit on you, I shall spit on you,” until they had finished what they
were doing.
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The seducer went his way. He came, and told the chief what they had done. The chief gave him his reward, and
added to his gifts. He said,
“That’s the medicine he required.”
As for the jealous man, his wife with difficulty lifted the ladder, and brought it to him, and he descended. On
his return home he collected all his goods, and returned to live in the town. He said,
“My jealousy dragged me into this; if I remain here, people will destroy me.”
15
This story is about some young men who were friends.
Some boys made a covenant of friendship; they lived together, and were inseparable. They had their maidens
in an outlying village. Always they used to go together and bring them. On one occasion, one of his friends did
not go, so only one went to bring the maidens. When he went, he brought back the maids.
As they were going along, they met a lion; and it knocked down and lay on one of the girls, but he, he drew his
sword and cut at the lion’s head. The lion died, and he found the maiden was not dead. And he told her to lie down
beneath the lion along with him, and one of them was to go and tell his friend.
So she consented, and ran off and found he has begun to sleep. She roused him, and he said,
“Where are So-and-so and So-and-so?” And she said,
“They are out there, a lion has killed them.”
And he rose up, he did not take anything with him, he went along and came and reached (where) the lion was;
it was above them. He did not hesitate, but sprang and climbed on the lion. He thought it was alive. Truly it was
dead. Then his friend rose up and said,
“Rise, So-and-so, you have proved yourself a free-born man.”
So they lifted up the maiden and went home.
Now among them who was better than another?
If you do not know, there it is.
16
This story is about a test of skill. A story, a story.
A certain chief begat children, three males. One day his councillors assembled. He said he himself wished to
see the most skilled among them.
There was a huge baobab tree near the entrance to the chief’s house. He said he wanted them to mount their
horses, and come and show their skill, where this baobab tree was.
So they mounted their chargers, and went far away.
The eldest galloped and came, and thrust that baobab with his spear. The spear went right through and he
followed, passing through the hole made by the spear, with his horse. And he passed on.
The next to follow the eldest came on. When he was near to the baobab tree he lifted his horse\fn{ A note reads:
on the bit:H} and jumped the baobab.
When the youngest galloped, he came, and pulled up the whole baobab, roots and all, and came on waving it
aloft at his father, and the place rang with applause.
Now I ask you who excelled among them. If you do not know, that is all.
17
This story is about Salt, and Daudawa\fn{Sauce} and Nari\fn{Spice}, and Onion-leaves, and Pepper and
Daudawar-batso\fn{A sauce}.
A story, a story! Let it go, let it come.
Salt, and Daudawa, and Ground-nut, and Onion-leaves, and Pepper, and Daudawar-batso heard a report of a
certain youth, by name Daskandarini. Now he was a beautiful youth, the son of the evil spirit. They (all) rose up,
and turned into beautiful maidens, and they set off. As they\fn{ Salt, Onion-leaves, &c.} were going along, Daudawarbatso followed them.
They drove her off, telling her she stank. But she crouched down until they had gone on. She kept following
them behind, until they reached a certain stream. There they came across an old woman; she was bathing. She said
they must rub down her back for her, but this one said,
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“May Allah save me that I should lift my hand to touch an old woman’s back.” And the old woman did not say
anything more.
They passed on, and soon Daudawar-batso came, and met her washing. She greeted her, and she answered and
said,
“Maiden, where are you going?” She replied,
“I am going to where a certain youth is.” And she said,
“Rub my back for me!” She said,
“All right.” She stopped, and rubbed her back well for her. The old woman said,
“May Allah bless you.” And she said,
“This youth to whom you are (all) going to, have you known his name?” She said,
“No, we do not know his name.” Then the old woman said,
“He is my son, his name is Daskandarini, but you must not tell them.” Then she ceased.
She was following them far behind till they got to the place where the boy was. They were about to enter, but
he said,
“Go back, and enter one at a time.” They said, “It is well,” and returned. And then Salt came forward, and was
about to enter,
“Little girl, go back.” She turned back. So Daudawa came forward. When she was about to enter, she was
asked,
“Who are you?” She said,
“It is I.”
“Who are you? What is your name?”
“My name is Daudawa, who makes the soup sweet.” And he said,
“What is my name?” She said,
“I do not know your name, little boy, I do not know your name.” He said,
“Turn back, little girl, turn back.” She turned back, and sat down. Then Nari (spice) rose up and came forward,
and she was about to enter when she was asked,
“Who is this little girl? Who is this?” She said,
“It is I who greet you, little boy, it is I who greet you.”
“What is your name, little girl, what is your name?”
“My name is Nari, who makes the soup savoury.”
“I have heard your name, little girl, I have heard your name. Speak my name.” She said,
“I do not know your name, little boy, I do not know your name.”
“Turn back, little girl, turn back.” So she turned back, and sat down. Then Onion-leaves rose and came up, and
she stuck her head (into the room) and was asked,
“Who is this little girl, who is this?”
“It is I who salute you, little boy, it is I who salute you.”
“What is your name, little girl, what is your name?”
“My name is Onion-leaves, who makes the soup smell nicely.” He said,
“I have heard your name, little girl. What is my name?” She said,
“I do not know your name, little boy, I do not know your name.”
“Turn back, little girl, turn back.” So she turned back. Now Pepper came along; she said,
“Your pardon, little boy, your pardon.” She was asked who was there. She said,
“It is I, Pepper, little boy, it is I, Pepper, who make the soup hot.”
“I have heard your name, little girl, I have heard your name. Tell me my name, little girl, tell me my name.”
“I do not know your name, little boy, I do not know your name.” He said,
“Turn back, little maid, turn back.” There was only left Daudawar-batso, and they said,
“Are not you coming?” She said,
“Can I enter the house where such good people as you have gone, and been driven away? Would not they the
sooner drive me out who stink?” They said,
“Rise up and go.”
So she got up and went. He asked her,
“Who is there, little girl, who is there?” And she said,
“It is I who am greeting you, little boy, it is I who am greeting you.”
“What is your name, little girl, what is your name?”
“My name is Batso, little boy, my name is Batso, which makes the soup smell.” He said,
“I have heard your name, little girl, I have heard your name. There remains my name to be told.” She said,
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“Daskandarini, little boy, Daskandarini.” And he said,
“Enter.”
A rug was spread for her, clothes were given to her, and slippers of gold; and then of these who had driven her
away one said, “I will always sweep for you”; another, “I will pound for you.”
Another said, “I will see about drawing water for you”; and another, 'I will pound (the ingredients) of the
soup”; and another, “I will stir the food.”
They all became her handmaids. And the moral of all this is, if you see a man is poor do not despise him; you
do not know but that some day he may be better than you.
18
This story is about (a boy called) Musa. A story, a story. Let it go. Let it come.
A certain chief begat children, two in number, a girl and a boy. They grew up. A husband was found for her, the
daughter, but she said she did not want him; only her big brother she loved. If she was told to go and call Musa,
then she went, and said,
“What’s-your-name, they say you are to come.” And it was always so, till one day her brother said,
“I shall cure her of that.”\fn{Literally: I shall make its medicine. H}
There was a small stream at their village, the children used to bathe in it when the sun was up; there was a tree
in the middle of the stream at their village where the girls used to fasten their little loincloths. And Musa waited in
the meantime. When they had come and entered the water and bathed they laid aside their loin-cloths at the
water’s edge. Then he (Musa), came and took them all away, and went and climbed the tree in the middle of the
water, each one who came out did not see her cloth, whereupon she began to cry.
And Musa was up above and watching till they all came out. He said,
“All of you, see, your cloths are with me. Whoever calls out my name, I will give her her cloth; otherwise I
will not give you.”
Then one girl came forward. She said,
“You, Musa, you, Musa, Musa the spiteful one, Musa the son of chiefs, for Allah’s sake, Musa, give me my
loin-cloth.”
And he gave her it. And so on, and so on, until they all received from him their cloths, and there was only left
his little sister.And she was told,
“Go and get your cloth.”
Now the water was up to the ankles. Then she entered the water and said,
“You, Musa, Musa, the spiteful one, Musa the son of chiefs, for Allah’s sake, Musa, give me my loincloth.”
But Musa said
“I do not give it to you till you have said it again, then I will give it to you.”
Now she has forgotten\fn{A note here reads: for a minute that she would not say his name:H}; when she remembered, then
she said,
“You, What’s-your-name, you, What’s-your-name, What’s-your-name the spiteful one, What’s-your-name the
son of chiefs, for the sake of Allah, What’s-your-name, give me my cloth.” But he said,
“I have refused to give you, I have refused to give you, till you say, ‘You, Musa, you, Musa, Musa the spiteful
one, Musa the son of chiefs, for the sake of Allah, Musa, give me my cloth’.”
Now by this time the water was up to her shins. Then she said,
“You, What’s-your-name, you, What’s-your-name, What’s-your-name the spiteful one, What’s-your-name the
son of chiefs, for Allah’s sake, What’s-your-name, give me my loin-cloth.”
But now the water had reached her thighs. But Musa said,
“I have refused to give you unless you have said, ‘You, Musa, Musa the spiteful one, Musa the son of chiefs,
for the sake of Allah, Musa, give me my cloth’.” She said,
“You, What’s-your-name, you, What’s-your-name, What’s-your-name, the spiteful one, What’s-your-name the
son of chiefs, for the sake of Allah, What’s your name, give me my loin-cloth.” But Musa said,
“I have refused to give you, I have refused to give you, unless you say, ‘You, Musa, you, Musa, Musa the
spiteful one, Musa the son of chiefs, for the sake of Allah, Musa, give me my cloth’.” And the water reached to
her breasts, but she said,
“You, What’s-your-name, you, What’s-your-name, What’s-your-name, the spiteful, What’s-your-name the son
of chiefs, for Allah’s sake, What's -your-name, give me my cloth.” But Musa said,
“I have refused to give you till you have called out my name.”
And the water was up to her neck. And they said,
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“Speak his name; if you do not speak the water will swallow you up.”
Now the water was trying hard to reach her chin. Then she said,
“You, Musa, you, Musa, Musa the spiteful one, Musa the son of chiefs, for the sake of Allah, Musa, give me
my cloth.” But he said,
“Repeat it.” She said it again. He said,
“Again.” She repeated it, until three times. He said,
“Are you going to say again that I am your husband?” She said,
“No.”
“Do you want the husband whom you have been given?” She said,
“Yes.”
This was the beginning (of the custom) that a brother should not marry his sister.
19
This tale is about a hunter\fn{Here a note reads: lit. a shooter:H} and a chief.
There was once a certain man who had no other work but hunting, both he and his son. One day he they went
to the bush with his son. They did not find anything but a rat, and his son threw the rat away. But they became
hungry and the father said,
“Roast our rat for me, and let us eat.” The boy said,
“Oh, but I have thrown it away.” The father said,
“ …” (cursing him), and the father lifted his axe and struck the boy; he fainted. He went his way, and left him.
The boy came round, he rose up, and went home by night. He found them asleep, so he entered the room and
lifted his belongings. He took the road, and was going to a certain town. When he reached the town it was night;
he entered into the town. Everyone was asleep. He proceeded into the middle of the town until he reached the
chief’s house. He entered until he was right in the house, naked, without clothes, without trousers, and he met the
chief. The chief said,
“From where?” And he replied,
“From such and such a village.” And the chief said,
“Is it well with you?” The boy said,
“Both I and my father went to the bush to walk and shoot. We did not find anything but one single rat, he gave
it me to keep, I forgot it somewhere. When we became hungry, then he said, ‘Bring the rat that we may roast it
and eat.’ And I said, ‘I have dropped it, I do not know where.’ Thereupon he became angry. He lifted his axe and
struck me. I fainted. When evening came then I recovered and rose up, and came here.”
Now the chief had gone to war, and his son had been captured and killed. The chief had no male child. And the
chief said,
“Now will you not keep a secret for me?” The boy said,
“What kind of a secret?” The chief said,
“I have no male child, when dawn comes I shall say you are my son, who was caught at the war, and that you
ran away and came back.” The boy said,
“That is surely not difficult.”
Then the chief entered his room and took up his gun and fired it—it was in the middle of the night. And the
mother of the house came out and said,
“King, lion who causes fear, what is the gun you are firing in the night?” The chief said,
“So-and-so has returned.” Thereupon the mother of the house raised the sound of joy, and the town rose up,
and they were asking,
“What had happened at the chief’s house, (seeing that) they are firing a gun at this time of night?” And they
said that the chief’s son had come, he who had been caught at the war. And they said,
“Indeed! indeed!”
When it was dawn the boy bathed and the chief gave him goods\fn{ Presents, so the note, here and elsewhere:H} and
he came forth. Among the councillors some said,
“It is not his son.” Others said,
“It is his son.” Now one day the head-men joined their heads together, and said,
“Wait, and we shall see if it is really his son.” Then they added goods to those their children already had, and
they put the saddles on the war-horses for them. And they mounted, and (the fathers) said to them,
“Go to the chief’s house and call his son, and say you are going to take horse exercise.” And they said,
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“When you have gone and galloped and pulled up, you must dismount, and kill your horses, and come home.”
And each one gave his son a sword and he slung it on his shoulder, and they came to the chief’s house and called
the boy.
Now truly some tale-bearer has overheard, and he went and told the chief. The chief made similar preparation,
and put the things aside, and said,
“If the naked man can dance, much more can the man with the cloak.” The chief called the boy, and told him,
and said,
“When you have gone, everything you see they have done, do you also do.” So the boys came, and called the
son of the chief, and they set off.
As they went they galloped; then they dismounted and killed their horses. So the son of the chief he too
galloped, pulled up, dismounted, and killed his horse. They went home. And the head-men said,
“It is a lie, tomorrow you go back.”
When it was dawn they came and called him. The chief caused his body-guard to fasten the saddle on a great
horse for him. They went off; as they went they galloped. Then they dismounted, and killed their horses. The
chief’s son also, when he had galloped, then he killed his horse, and they returned home. Then the sub-chiefs gave
their sons slaves, beautiful maidens, and said,
“Take them to the midst of the bush and slaughter them.” The tale-bearer again went and informed the chief,
and the chief gave his son two female slaves, he said,
“Go, whatever you see they have done, do you do too.”
They went to the bush. The sons of the head-men killed their female slaves and the chief’s son also killed his,
and they returned home. And they said,
“It is his son.”
And so time went on, till one day the boy’s father came; he was carrying his quiver slung. He met the
councillors; he heard all he wished to know, and then passed on till he came before the chief. He greeted them; the
boy was sitting by his side; and he said,
“Are you not going to get up that we may go and dig for our rats?”
The boy was silent. Then the chief rose up, and entered the house, and called them. He said,
“Hunter, keep the secret for me, and whatever you wish I will give you.”
The hunter refused.
The chief entreated him. The chief said,
“Everything in the world I will give you, one hundred of each.”
But the hunter refused. The chief said,
“Saddle up for me.”
They saddled, they saddled for the boy. The chief gave the boy a sword, and slung it across his shoulder. They
went off to the bush. The chief halted and said to the boy,
“Either you kill me, and take these goods, and give to your father, and return to the town, and enter into your
(kingship) world, or you kill your father, and you and I will go back and live (as before).”
The boy was distracted, (not knowing what to do).
Now if it were you, O white man, among them whom would you kill?
If you do not know whom you would kill, there it is.
20
This is a story about a pumpkin and a maiden.
There was a certain man by name Alabarma, a rich man. He had much money, but he had not any children. But
among his concubines was one called Watapansa, and she had given birth to one daughter; and he, Alabarma, did
not wish anything to touch this little girl.
Now the girl’s name was Furaira. And one day her mother took her on her back and they went off to the bush
in order that she might ease herself. And Furaira saw one young pumpkin, that was all she (the mother pumpkin)
had; there was not another. And she, (the little girl) said,
“Alabarma (Watapansa?) pluck the baby pumpkin for me to play with.” But Alabarma (Watapansa?) said,
“Come now, Furaira, how is this? One solitary baby pumpkin is there. See, there is its mother, which I will
pluck and give you.” But Furaira began to cry and her mother Alabarma (Watapansa?) said,
“If you are going to cry you must just cry, but I am not going to pluck the solitary baby pumpkin to give you.”
They returned home, and the little girl continued weeping. Her father asked (the cause). Her mother told him
from the beginning. And the little girl’s father said,
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“Go back, and) pluck it, and give to her.”
So she returned, and plucked it, and gave her. Then that day the baby pumpkin commenced to follow the
maiden. It kept saying,
“Meat I must eat, Furaira, meat I must eat.” And they came and bore witness to him saying,
“Look at Furaira, the baby pumpkin is following her and saying he must eat meat.” Alabarma said,
“Put it among the goats.”
It was put among the goats. It ate them up. It was taken to some others. It ate them up. And so on till it had
devoured three hundred and fifty flocks of goats. But the pumpkin returned and said,
“Meat I must cat, Furaira, meat I must eat.” They came and told her father and he said,
“Let it be taken to the sheep-fold.”
It was taken, and ate up a flock of seven hundred sheep. It came back, and kept following the maiden, and
saying,
“Meat I must eat, Furaira, meat I must eat.” And they said,
“It has eaten the flock of sheep, and has come back and is following her.” Her father said,
“Let it be taken to the cattle kraal.”
It was taken to the cattle kraal. It ate up the whole kraal of cattle. It returned, and was following the maiden
and saying,
“Meat I must eat, Furaira, meat I must eat.” And they came and told her father, and he again said,
“Let it be taken to the camel kraal.”
It was taken to the camel kraal; but it ate them up, and returned.It was following the maiden and saying,
“Meat I must eat, Furaira, meat I must eat.” And they said,
“Let it be taken to the slaves’ quarters.”
It was taken to the slaves’ quarters, it ate them up; it returned, and was following the maiden, and saying,
“Meat I must eat, Furaira, meat I must eat.” Her father said,
“Take it to the cattle grazing ground.” They took it to the grazing ground and it devoured all the people on the
ground, and came back, and said,
“Meat I must eat, Furaira, meat I must eat.”
And so on, until it ate up all the people, cattle, goats, sheep, camels, horses, all it devoured, even the fowls,
guinea-fowls, ducks, pigeons, everything and there remained only the master of the household.
And it followed the maiden, and she ran, and went after her father, and her father said,
“There is nothing left but I myself. If it is I you would eat, take me, and eat me.”
And the baby pumpkin took him up and swallowed him; then it followed the maid. She fled, and came to the
paschal ram of her father’s. And it came on, and was about to seize the maiden, but the paschal ram sprang
forward, and struck the young pumpkin with his horn.
And thereupon it split open, and sheep, and goats, and cattle, all kept coming forth.
21
This story is about a gawo-tree and a maiden.
There was a certain man, by name, Doctor Umaru, the husband of Ladi. He possessed two wives, one called
Mowa, one called Baura. They both had children, girls. The one called Mowa, always, if she has swept, then she
used to give (the sweepings) to her daughter, and she took them to where the gawo-tree was and threw them away.
Now the gawo-tree had some growth on it that looked like a person’s navel, and if this maiden took the
sweepings there she used to touch it and say,
“The gawo-tree with the navel.” And it was always so she used to do.
One day she went, threw out the sweepings, then touched. But the gawo-tree pulled himself out (of the
ground), followed her, and was saying,
“Of a morning it’s, ‘The gawo-tree with the navel’; of an evening it’s, ‘The gawo-tree with the navel’.”
Then the maiden ran away and the gawo-tree followed her. She came and met some people sowing, and they
said,
“You, maiden, what is the matter?” She said,
“Something is following me.”And they said,
“Sit down here till it comes. We will take the sowing implements, and beat him and kill him.”
They waited a little and then the gawo-tree came along. He was saying,
“In the morning its, ‘The gawo-tree with the navel’; in the evening it’s, ‘The gawo-tree with the navel’.”
Thereupon the sowers said,
268

“Maiden, go further on.”
And the maiden ran on. She came and met some people hoeing, and they said,
“Maiden, what is the matter?” And she said,
“Something is following me.” And they said,
“Stand here, let him come. Can we not then lift our hoes, and hit him, and kill him?” They waited a little while,
then the gawo-tree came towards them; he was saying,
“In the morning it’s, ‘The gawo-tree with the navel’; in the evening it’s, ‘The gawo-tree with the navel’; today
you see the gawo-tree with the navel.” And they said,
“Maiden, pass on.”
So she passed on, and went and met some people ploughing. They were ploughing, and they said,
“You, maiden, what is the matter?” She replied,
“Something is following me.” And they said,
“Sit down here till he comes.”
In a little while, then the gawo-tree came up; he was saying, “In the morning it’s, ‘The gawo-tree with the
navel’; in the evening it’s, ‘The gawo-tree with the navel’. To-day you see the gawo-tree with the navel.” Thereupon they said,
“Maiden, pass on.”
So the maiden ran on. Then she came and met a lizard; he was weaving, and was saying,
“Kiryan, not kiryan, throw to the right, throw to the left (of the shuttle).” And he said,
“You, maiden, where are you going that you are running so?” She said,
“Something is pursuing me.” He said,
“Wait here till it comes.” The maiden nestled close up to the lizard, who was saying, “Kiryan not kiryan, a cast
to the right, a cast to the left,” until the gawo-tree came up. He was saying,
“In the morning it’s, ‘The gawo-tree with the navel’, in the evening it’s, ‘The gawo-tree with the navel’; today
you see the gawo-tree with the navel.” And the maiden said,
“See, there he is coming.” And the lizard said,
“Let him come, but if he has come, and I separate you from him, are you going to marry me?” She said,
“Yes.”
Now the gawo-tree came up. He said,
“Where is the thing I gave you to keep for me?” The lizard said,
“What did you give me?” The gawo-tree replied,
“The maiden who is behind you.” The lizard said,
“This maid is stronger than you.” And the gawo-tree said,
“Lizard, you are forward.” But the lizard replied,
“Ah! A man is like the little red peppers, not till you have touched (tasted) them do you know how hot they
are.”
Then the gawo-tree got angry. He seized hold of the lizard. He swallowed him, but he came out of the gawotree’s eyes. Then he caught him again and swallowed him, but he came out at his ears. Then he caught him again
and swallowed him, but he came out of his breast. Then he caught him again and swallowed him, but the lizard
came out at his navel.
And the gawo-tree fell down and died. And the lizard said,
“Rise up, and I shall accompany you home.”
So she rose up. They went to her home. He stood at the entrance to the door of the house, but she entered into
the house and went about her affairs. They asked her,
“Where did you go to?” She did not make any answer.
Then her father came out, and met a man sitting at the door of the house. And he said,
“Greetings. Are you well?” He replied,
“I and the maiden have come, and so on, and so, and so, and so, we did with her.” And her father said,
“Oh, she did not talk about it.” And he entered the house, and told the women. Then they said,
“How is it you came and did not say anything about it?” And she said,
“May Allah save me from marrying a lizard.” Then her father went aside, and called Baura, and said,
“Will you not give me your daughter, to make a present of (to the lizard)?” And she said,
“As for that, O learned one, do I possess a daughter? No, you are a master of your own property. Call her and
speak with her.” Then the Doctor called the maiden, and said,
“I wish to take you away and make a present of you. I have told your mother, and she said I must call you and
tell you.” She replied,
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“O learned father, no, it is not my mother who possesses me, it is you, you possess me. Be it a dog or a wild
beast, take me and give to him. That is all I have to say.” And her father said,
“May Allah bless you.”
Then he came and told the lizard—in reality he was a chief’s son. Then he went home and told his father, and
his father said,
“Indeed!” And he gave him ten slaves, ten female slaves, ten cattle, and everything imaginable, ten of each,
and took them to (his future wife’s) father’s. Then he gave her clothes, and they came and were married, and he
took away his bride.
Now (the lizard’s) father had a certain slave, by name Albarka, a leper, and he went to their house, and said he
was in love with that one, whom they had given to the lizard and who had refused him. But her mother said to her,
“What will you do with a leper?” But her daughter said,
“I love him, he is the son of a chief, (in disguise).”
So they said she was to be given to him. They were married (and all the ceremonies performed) even up to
taking her to her husband’s home; it was in the fields.
And (the pair) did not see any one, till one day the lizard, who had been given the daughter of Baura for a wife,
said he was going for a walk round the farms. He mounted his horse amid clapping and sounds of joy. They came
and he said,
“Is Albarka at home?” Then he came out and saw him; then he ran back in haste to the house and said,
“Bring out water for my master’s son.” But the wife said,
“Your master?” He replied,
“Yes.”
“You are indeed a slave?” He said,
“Yes.”
Now she was pounding, then she put down the pestle. She was with child. Then she entered the bush.\fm{ I.e.,
became mad; so the text:H}
That was the first person who went to the bush (became mad).
115.70 1. The Elephant And The Rooster (MCXII) 2. The Election Of The King Of Animal (MCXII) 3. The Man
And The Rabbit (MCXII) 4. The Gorilla And The Mother (MCXII) 5. The man And His Pigs 6. The Bear And
The Fox 7. The Two Roosters 8. The Fox And The Bird 9. The Man And The Ghosts 10. The Ass And The Driver
11. The Rabbit And The Fox 12. The Fly And The Ant 13. The Devil And His Friend 14. The Twin 15. The
Famine And The Spider 16. A King And His Daughter: Sixteen Folktales\fn{by Lattevi Ajaji (before 1912- )} Lagos,
Nigeria (M) 5
1
During our forefathers’ time, an elephant was known as the largest animal amongst the other animals, strong
and brave, and also they thought that he ought be called the king of all the beasts. But one day elephant was
walking in thick woods, he met a rooster by the way, and he asked him who he was. And the rooster said to him,
“I’m a little bird that walk on two feet, sharp quill to pick the ground with so as to get the bugs and worms.”
Then said the Elephant,
“Oh, yes! I have heard so much about your picking the ground. Tell me how many acres of land can you pick
in an hour?”
“About ten acres,” reply the rooster.
“That’s nothing, I could do twice as much as that in a second.”
Before an Elephant through talking, there came a hungry tiger, looking terrible, and wanted to know what’s the
matter with them. But he want to jump on that rooster to devour him. But elephant would not allow him.
Therefore, he went on and left two of them there, disputing on their subject. Few minutes afterwards, the rooster
said to the elephant,
“It is not a nice thing to stand up here discoursing. But let us try and see who will win.”
Before starting, elephant made a promise that if rooster can beat him picking the ground, he shall give him his
whole house and his wife.
They started. About half an hour, rooster through with five acre of land whilst elephant has not complete onethird of an acre. But after rooster got through with his, in a certain hour he promised to be through. As he was
going back he found an elephant under a tree, tired and sleepy, without getting through with half an acre. Rooster
woke him and asked him if he believes what he can do. Elephant said,
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“Yes.”
Rooster ask for what elephant promised him, but he didn’t answered him. Then rooster got mad, and jumped
on him, and pecked him at his nose. Then his nose start swollen up, kept swollen up till it hang down, which we
called this day an elephant snout. Rooster is the one the cause elephant nose to look so long, long. If not, elephant
shall have nose just like the other animals. And at the same time he didn’t get to be the king-of the beasts.
2
All the animal gathered to elect their king. But it was said that either lion or elephant will be chosen as the
king. Before the election they have to run a race. The one that wins will get the king.
But elephant knowing that he couldn’t run, he said that he ought to be the king, because he is strong and can do
many things that lion couldn’t do. And at the same time the lion replied that he can do anything that that great big
elephant couldn’t do. He can roar and let the earth shakes, run and fight at any time. And that elephant couldn’t do
anything but drink up a whole river up, if they let him. Why elephant went on telling some of the things he is able
to do. Suddenly lion cut him off and said,
“Let’s run and get through.”
They line up; rabbit is the judger. First elephant ahead; after a short while lion was ahead. Then elephant stop.
And said,
“You can have it.”
The lion was chosen as the king of the beast. After that, lion and the elephant hard to get along. They always
try to fight one another, but they afraid of one another. Then come rooster, and said to elephant,
“I knew that you not any count. You remember when we picking ground?” Elephant said in a rough voice,
“You little scoundrel! If you don’t get away from him, he is going to eat him up.”
It ends in this way, that elephant and lion was after all a good friend. They can’t do without one another. Even
elephant run the throne by telling lion what to do.
This shows us that before you can become anyone’s friend, you have to go in hard work or trouble. So end the
election for the day.
3
There was one day when a man dug a large spring for his own use. But every day he go there to get some
water, he’ll find it stirred up, or he found the water all muddy. He said to himself one day that he is going to set
trap and catch who always come and bother my water. He had this trap fix for next morning that night, and he
took [it] there and set it where he think the thief would get into it. That evening the rabbit went there to drink
some water, and found this trap stood near the spring. Rabbit, thought it was a man, and he said to the trap,
“If you don’t get out of my way, I’ll give you a slap!”
And this thing didn’t move out the way. Finally the rabbit hit the trap and his right hand stick there; and said
the second time,
“If you don’t turn my hand loose, I’ll hit you with the other one.”
Well, he keep on till he have all of his body stick against the trap. The next morning the man went to see about
his trap and found a rabbit on it. He took the rabbit to the house, and ask his wife what must he do with the rabbit.
His wife told him to put the rabbit in his large field for few days, so they can decided what to do with him. When
the man ready to put rabbit in his field, he began to cry, saying,
“Please don’t put me there, because some animal will eat me up.”
Rabbit didn’t mean that at all; he just want to get in there. The man put him in there anyhow; and rabbit said to
him,
“This is my father’s land.”
Then he picked ran and left there. That’s why we always see rabbits in a prairie; if not, rabbit will be one of
those animal that stay in the jungle.
4
A mother of a gorilla was watching her little baby one day, who just start to walk. The young gorilla would
walk for few minutes and fall, walk and fall. The mother so proud of him, and said to herself that that was the best
looking child she ever own. She called at him, and said,
“Son, you looking just fine; everything was nice on you; but you don’t walk straight enough.” The young
Gorilla said to her,
“Dear mother, if you would show me the straight way, I will promise you that I will walk in it.”
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The mother try, but even could walk any better than her child. Therefore we get out of this that example is
more better than preception. And ever since then we have been trained to walk straight, not to walk like gorilla.
5
A man had some pigs. He has not special place for them to stay. They were wild pigs. They roamed
everywhere for something to eat.
So one day this man left home without breakfast. But he wife prepared it and left it in his working-place for
him. These pigs always go there. When they went in there, they found this breakfast. And they ate up.
The man came back hungry, asked his wife did she fix anything for breakfast. She said yes, she fix it, but his
hogs ate it up. So they next day these pigs went in there; he ran them off. But they seems not to understand their
master.
So one day this man fix for them. He put some water on the stove, until it start to boil almost. Just about that
time one of these then went in there, and the other one just coming. But this first one was scalded by his master,
and he began to growl, growling, and growling. The other met these one by the way, and asked what his trouble.
He said,
“Someone throw hurt water on me.” Then the one that didn’t get hurt, turned by saying,
“Do, do, idols do; do, do idols do; because I am so lucky, thank the idols.”
And turned back to their place. I meant they found themselves some place ever since. Ever since then we know
how to be in our places.
6
One day, a bear met a fox by way with a dead meat, and he asked fox where did he get the fish from? Old Fox
answered him and said,
“Brother Bear, I caught the fish in that river.”
Bear asked him, how did he catch it? He told bear that he stock his tail in the water, and he let it stay there till
he feel something biting him, before he pulled it out. There is a fish tangle to the end of his tail. He told bear to go
and do the same thing.
So Brother Bear went there and stock his tail in the water for about five minutes; he feels something catching
whole of his tail. Then he start to pull his tail; he couldn’t get it out, and pulled hard, and got his tail cut into two.
When bear start to pull his tail, fox stood on the bank of the river, and commence to laugh at him: and when he
got his tail cut, fox ran off, and left him there.
That why bear and fox never agreed together or didn’t like one another. That’s why bear now got his short tail.
7
In a little village, a man had two roosters. And he placed them together in one cage. They were friends. They
lived together, eat together, until a hen happen to come in the village through a neighbor house. They then start to
quarrel about this hen.
Finally, it came up that they should fight. If either one of them beat, or who ever whip, that one will get the hen
for his wife. They continue; one of them got whipped and felt ashamed of himself. Whilst the one that whipped
the other one flew upon a high wall, and showing himself to the world, and calling himself the champion of the
world.
Whilst he was up there, an eagle came there and pick him away with him. Then this other one came and said,
“Yeh, you whipped me, and you miss the hen for your wife too.”
That’s why we must not overdo a thing; if we do, we won’t get along.
8
A little bird was learning how to fly by her mother. One day the little bird said to her mother that she believe
that she can fly by herself now. Her mother trust her and warn her to be careful or else an old fox that jump on her
father will be glad to get her. And told her not to get on the ground or else this fox will get her. And that the fox
will say some good thing about her, just to try to get her down to eat her up.
This little bird went flying; directly was tired resting on a tree. A fox who was so hungry passing by and
happen to look up this tree and saw this bird on the tree, and said,
“Good-morning, Miss Bird, how are you to day?” And she said,
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“I am feeling well.” Then he said,
“I know you feeling well, because you look so nice, glossy, and you talk so nice. Won’t you come down and
walk here with me?” The little bird began to sing,
“Don’t think you going to make a fool out me and eat me up, because I have heard about you. So farewell.”
Then she flew away.
This fox didn’t know what to do; he was so hungry until he made up his mind to eat this bird up. He follow this
bird; watch just where she going to stop. She forget to do what her mother told her. And she get on the ground; by
that time the fox was there and jumped on this little bird and killed her.
Whilst sitting down enjoying this bird, he swallow some of this bone and got choked. All of the his neck was
swollen, about to die; then on his way home he met a crow by the way and ask him to push his head into his throat
and pull this bone out. Crow said,
“If I save you, you going to jump on me and eat me up.” Old Fox say,
“No.” And crow said to him,
“All right, stretch your mouth.” And he push his head into his mouth and pulled this bone out.
He pretend as if it was two bones in his throat. And he said,
“Finish pulling them out.”
By the time crow was fixing to put his head in there again, fox thought the crow had put her head in his mouth;
he tried to bite his head off. And the crow jumped up and flew away.
By that time a hunter came and shot at the fox and killed him. That shows us from that time that no wrong can
be done in this world that you won’t get the reward of it.
9
One day as it was gradually getting dark, he saw a man pass so quick that haven’t any head on. About few
minutes after that the spirit returned again and stood under a tree that was right before the house.
This man got up and went into the house and start to peeped through the grass house, just to see what the
headless man was going to do. Just about that time there come another one with baby in his hand, which two of
them start in this man’s house. He had every door locked, but by some way they got in.
The man was so scared that he could hardly move. He went to the back of the house. He didn’t see anything.
He left the house, and went to the fortune-teller house, and tell him what had happpens and also what he had seen.
The fortune-teller was known to be called Baba Lano. This fortune-teller went to his god and asked them in
which he returned and said,
“Is nothing but his father that has been dead came around to see him; also his mother that was dead few
months afterwards.”
Then he also said that he might come to take him over. Or come there to guard his house.
Ever since this man had seen a ghost, if he is at home, without anyone, he will jumped if he happened to hear
anything make list bit of noise. Even in the crowd. He sit down and everybody keep quiet. He will always
jumping, until they thought that he was going crazy.
From that time the word “crazy” begins. By being nervous and quick to keep things, memory will bring to
people the idea of craziness.
10
An idol is to be moved from one the temple to the other through a town. In passing through this town, people
were kneeling and bowing for the idol.
They put the idol on the back of the ass. In bowing to this idol, the mule whose back this idol rides on, thought
that the people were worshipping him. So he stop and get bigotive, and wouldn’t move any more. When the driver
found out, he went up there and hit him right on his back and there the ass commence to kick and pitching, and let
the idol fall and break its neck.
The driver took a splinter and nail it back and carried it in his hand into the temple. The ass at that time found
out that the people stopped bowing and fallen before him. So he found out that is a bad thing to take the credit that
due to some one else.
11
One day a rabbit and fox met together. One said, “Hello,” and the other one said, “Hello.” Finally fox said,
“I bet I can beat you doing one thing.” Rabbit said,
“What?” He said,
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“Well, I can beat you climbing up a tree.” Rabbit said,
“That’s all right; I can beat you running, too.” Fox said,
“I don’t believe you.” Rabbit said,
“Let’s start.” Fox knowing that he couldn’t run as fast as a rabbit, he said,
“Well, let’s do mine first.”
He just trying to catch rabbit and eat him up. But rabbit and fox stand up there long time disputing.
Directly there come a hunter and shoot at them but missed them and both starts run. Why rabbit was about a
mile almost from fox. They did not get to see one another until three days after all.
“Well, we did meet again,” said rabbit.
Fox was so hungry that he want to jump on rabbit. But rabbit, knowing the plan of this fox, he said to him,
“Mr. Fox, you look like you almost drop dead.” Then fox said,
“Yes, I am so sick as I can be.” About few second he fell down as if he was sure not off dead. Rabbit thought
he was dead for the fact; start to walk on off when the fox take a leap and grab rabbit, and tore him to pieces.
This comes that is hard in this world to believe anybody. That’s where we got the idea of deceiving people.
12
The fly and the ant had a big discussion one day about how they make their living. First, says fly, that among
all the flying birds he suppose he is the only one can go anywhere without anyone disturbing him. He said the first
seat in the church was his; he admitted in the court; even that he can be crown as a king. But he didn’t care for it,
because he always sit at the shoulders of the king. And he think that that enough for his can.\fn{ Kind.} And that
he doesn’t have to work before he live in this world.
By that time ant study just what to say. As soon as he was through, ant said,
“It is true that you don’t have to work, because you flying around; but to be invited to a king house, to different
entertainment that’s another big thing too.”
Then ant also said, that she work and get her something to put up, for when the sun too hot he can be able to
eat. But she doesn’t believe in waiting until she invited, before she can look for anything to eat.
That’s why we must depend on ourselves, not on others. We got that lesson from ants.
13
One day a man sitting down by himself in a little hut where there was no one but him. There he saw a man
with a long tail and two horns on his head came to him and spoke to him. And asked to stay with him.
The man accommodate him. He stayed there until they become a thick friend.
It was one day they were at their dinner eating and the food was so warm that the man blow it in order to keep
it cool. The next day the food seemed as if it was too cool for him. Then he blew his breath on it and this Devil
asked what that for; and he said the food was too cold and he want to warm it.
Then the Devil got up with angry and said as he was walking along that he is the man that never tell the truth.
He told him one thing today and next time he told him another, got angry and left right and the middle of the
dinner.
That the first man Devil ever caught telling stories.
14
Two boys were known to be twins, their father and mother dead. And they have no one to take care of them.
They were about four years old.
One day the elder one said to his brother of his, that as they haven’t anyone to look for them he is going to look
out for himself. And his brother said to him that he would like to do the same thing, but he likes to travel. They
bid one another good-by, and the little one start on his journey.
The elder one went about twenty-four miles from home, and build him a large house, married, and he had a
parrot, which he put on top of his house to notify him if any danger will occur, in order that he may prepare for
the danger. But when this parrot happen to be hungry, or see any bird, she make all kind of noise. And this boy
will rushed out, and see nothing. By doing so every day, the boy pay no more attention to the parrot.
But one day the parrot saw a group of bad animal coming towards this house and the parrot made all the noise
she could, but nobody pay no attention her. Finally these animal went in this house and jump on this boy and his
wife and they eat them up.
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That’s why we should [not] listen to a deceiver some time. Since at that time the world begin with its fooling
people. Or else we wouldn’t know anything about temptation.
15
One day in a little town where there is nothing to eat but hot water. And in that village there was a spider, with
three wives and four children. But in those days spiders were made like a human being. But during this famine,
everybody in that village have to drink this hot water. But spider claim to be tired of it. He said to himself one day
that
“I’m going to fine me something to eat.”
In fact he started on his journey, with a large bag hanging on his shoulder. As he was going along through the
woods, he looked toward his left and found a stream of water with a large palm-tree which bear lots of kernel
nuts. And will ripen.
He jumped in this water and swim towards the palm-tree. He climb to the top, and start picking some of these
kernel nuts. About two or three of them happen to dropped into this stream of water, and spider jumped into it,
looking for these nuts. And with his surprise, he found himself in a strange house, and a fierce looking man. And
who said in a rough voice,
“What do you want here?”
And that startle spider. With trembling voice he related all of his trouble to the man. And the man said to him,
“Take these two pots, and said to them, ‘Do what you can do; let me see,’ and they will show you.”
Spider have not reach halfway home, when set these pots down by the side way and began to repeat these
words. In his surprise he found a native food called iyau; in another, called obe. He sat down, and eat them with
satisfaction without any remembrance of his wives and children. After he got through he took them into his house
and hid them, because he didn’t want anybody to see it.
But when he return from his journey his wives and children were so glad to see him, and they serve him some
of this water. He refuse it, and told them that he is old and wise and he could stay hungry all the time. So they
must go and drink that hot water. He said the same thing every day.
But his wives knew that he brought something with him from where he returned, but they didn’t know where
he place it. So they watched him and found out where he put these thing. And order these pots; with their surprise,
they found these food appear. They called their children and sat down and eat it. Then they went around and found
some basket and a large clay dish and repeat these word three time, and they fill out these basket and also the
dish; and after they are through they bore a hole in each pot, and that will not produce no more food for spider.
In a few minutes after they through, spider came in with hope that these pots going to give something to eat.
One of his child brought him some hot water, but he wouldn’t drink it. He went where these pots are and repeat
these words, but nothing doing. He said it must have been because I’m dirty; I’m going swim. He went; about two
minutes he came back and repeat these words, but all in vain.
He found out that they all has hole in them; they couldn’t supply him any more of that food. He ran to his
wives and asked for that hot water. And he drank about two buckets full. That evening he started toward this
stream again, and swim to the palm-tree, and began to pick these palm-nuts and threw few of them into this water
himself. Then he jumped in it and went to this same house, and the man ask him what did he want. He related his
trouble the second time, and the man gave him a long whip, and told him to say the same word he used for those
pots.
Spider with joy have not reach halfway home he lay the whip down and repeat these word. When that whip
started poor Spider hollah; made so much noise, but in vain. A bird happen to pass by and said “Stop” before the
whip could [be] stopped.
Spider took the whip with him to his house and went all round the town and invite, king and queen, rich men;
poor men, blind men, and also his own wives and children, to come and have some supper with him. That evening
nearly everybody in that town came to spider house and he locked them up in his large room and went out himself
and told the king to said those words, and the king repeated after him.
Oh! The whip start and whip everyone in that room, killed some of them and they broke the door and ran out.
Then they jump out and beat spider, till he burst to a little insect with eight legs crawling on the wall from then to
this modern days.
16
A king who have no more than a child. And this child was a girl. He so devoted to her, that he didn’t want
anyone to marry her. And that he like to sit down and look at her. Everybody in that country liking the girl. But
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they afraid to go to her father and say something about her to him.
The king had a house built, which was three stories building. He put the girl way on the third floor. Just to keep
someone from bothering her. The fellow that was desperately in love with her, went to the king’s house to look for
some work.
The king asked him can he work. He said, “Yes;” and that he can cook almost anything. He also have to wait
on the king and also on the girl.
The king asked his name. He told the king that his name was private. And went to the king’s daughter, and she
asked of his name. He told her that his name was Pea-soup.
It was one day when the king asked him to cook him some pea-soup, and he did. The king thought he was a
pretty fair fellow and trust him with his daughter. But when the cook serve this girl some of that soup, and the girl
was through drinking it, he jumped on the girl and fool with her and the girl commence to cry and making noise,
saying,
“Pea-soup, Pea-soup.”
Her father thought she was sick, and came up there and found this cook fooling with his daughter. And the
cook jumped running down and the king was telling the watchmen to put their bow and arrows down and catch
private, and they thought the king said their privates, and commence do that whilst the cook ran and pass by them
without knowing.
That why, whenever you have a daughter, don’t think she is too pretty for anybody to marry; rather give her to
them, or they will get her by force. After that he married her. And they live a happy life.
105.85 The Python’s Shining Stone: A Folktale\fn{told by Okun Asere, an Ekoi native (before 1912- )} Southern Nigeria
(M) 2
Sheep lived in a certain town. He became a close friend of Antelope, whose home was in the bushes. When the
two animals had grown up, they went out and cleared farm land. Sheep planted plantains in his, while Antelope
set his with coco-yams. When the time came for the fruits to ripen, Sheep went to his farm and cut a bunch of
plantains, while Antelope dug up some of his coco-yams. Each cleaned his food and put it in the pot to cook.
When all was ready, they sat down and ate. Next morning, Antelope said,
“Let’s trade. I saw a bunch of plantains on your farm that I would like to have. Will you go to mine and take
some coco-yams?” That was arranged, and Antelope said to Sheep,
“Try to beat up some fufu.”
Sheep tried, and found that it was very good. He gave some to Antelope, who ate all he wanted. Then he took
the bunch of plantains and hung it up in his house.
Next morning, he found that the fruit had grown soft, so he did not care to eat it. He took the plantains and
threw them away in the bushes.
During the day, Mbui Sheep came along and smelled the plantains. He looked around until he found them, then
picked one up and began to eat. They were very sweet. He ate his fill, then went on, and later met a crowd of apes.
To them he said,
“Today I found a very sweet thing in the bushes.” In time, Antelope grew hungry again, and Sheep said to him,
“If you’re hungry, why don’t you tell me?”
He went back to his farm and got four bunches of plantains. As he came back, he met the monkey people. They
begged for some of his fruit, so he gave it to them. After they had eaten all there was, they in their turn went on
and met a herd of wild boars. To these they said,
“There is very fine food to be got from Sheep and Antelope.” The wild boars therefore came and questioned
Antelope:
“Where is coco-yam to be had?” Antelope answered,
“The coco-yams belong to me.”
The boars begged for some, so Antelope took a basket, filled it at his farm, and gave it to them. After they were
satisfied, they went on their way, and next morning they met Elephant. To him they said,
“Greetings, Lord! Last night, we got very good food from the farms over there.” Elephant at once ran and
asked the two friends,
“Where do you get so much food?” They said,
“Wait a little.”
Sheep took his long machete and went to his farm. He cut five great bunches of plantains, and carried them
back. Antelope got five baskets of coco-yams, which he brought to Elephant. After Elephant had eaten all this, he
thanked them and went away.
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All the beasts of the field came in their turn and begged for food, and to each the two friends gave willingly of
all that they had.
Bush-cow was the last to come.
Now, not far from the two farms there was a great river called Akarram. In the midst of the river, deep down,
dwelt Crocodile.
One day, Bush-cow went down into the water to drink, and from him Crocodile learned that much food was to
be had nearby. Crocodile came out of the water and began walking towards the farms. He went to Sheep and
Antelope, and said,
“I am dying of hunger. Please give me food.” Antelope said,
“To the beasts who are my friends, I shall give all that I have. But to you I shall give nothing, for you are no
friend of mine.” But Sheep said,
“I do not like you very much, but I shall give you one bunch of plantains.” Crocodile took them and said,
“Do not close your door tonight when you lie down to sleep. I’ll come back and buy more food from you at a
great price.”
Crocodile then went back to the water and sought out a python that dwelt there. To him he said,
“I have found two men on land who have much food.” Python said,
“I too am hungry. Will you give me something to eat?”
So Crocodile gave Python some of the plantains that he had brought. When Python had tasted one of them, he
said,
“How sweet it is! Will you go back and bring more?” Crocodile said,
“Will you give me something with which to buy?” Python answered,
“Yes, I’ll give you something with which you can buy the whole farm!”
Then he took from within his head a shining stone, and gave it to the crocodile, who began his journey back to
the farm. As he went, night fell, and all the road grew dark. But he held in his jaws the shining stone, and it made
a light on his path so that all the way was bright. When he neared the dwelling of the two friends, he hid the stone,
and called out,
“Come out and I will show you something that I have brought.”
It was very dark when they came to speak with him. Slowly the crocodile opened his claws in which he held
up the stone, and it began to glimmer between them. When he held it right out, the entire place became so bright
that one could see to pick up a needle or any small thing. He said,
“The price of this object that I bring to you is one whole farm.” Antelope said,
“I cannot buy. If I give up my farm, nothing remains to me. What is the use of this great shining stone if I
starve to death?” But Sheep said,
“I shall buy—oh, I shall buy, I shall give my farm full of plantains, for what you bring fills the whole earth
with light. Come, let us go. I shall show you my farm. From here to the water-side, all round is my farm. Take it
all, do what you choose with it. Only give me the great shining stone so that when darkness falls the entire earth
may still be light.”
Crocodile said, “I agree.”
Then Sheep went to his house with the stone, and Antelope went to his. Sheep placed the stone above the
lintel, so that it might shine for all the world, but Antelope closed his door and lay down to sleep.
In the morning, Sheep was very hungry, but he had nothing to eat because he had sold all his farm for the great
white stone. Next night and the night after, he slept filled with hunger. But on the third morning, he went to
Antelope, and asked,
“Will you give me a single coco-yam?” Antelope answered,
“I can give you nothing, for now you have nothing to give in exchange. It was not I who told you to buy the
shining thing. To give something when plenty remains is good, but no one but a fool would give his all so that a
light may shine in the dark!”
Sheep was very sad. He said,
“I have done nothing bad. Formerly, no one could see in the night. Now the python stone shines so that
everyone can see to go wherever he chooses.”
All that day, Sheep still endured, though nearly dying of hunger, and at night he crept down to the water, very
weak and faint. By the side of the river he saw a palm tree, and on it a man trying to cut down clusters of ripe
kernels, but this was hard to do because it had grown very dark. Sheep said,
“Who is there?” The man answered,
“I am Effion Obassi.” Sheep called,
“What are you doing?” Effion Obassi replied,
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“I am trying to gather palm kernels, but I cannot do so because it is so dark among these great leaves.” Sheep
said to him,
“It is useless to try to do such a thing in the dark. Are you blind?” Effion Obassi answered,
“I am not blind. Why do you ask?” Then Sheep said,
“Good. If you are not blind, I beg you to throw me down only one or two palm kernels, and in return I shall
show you a thing brighter and more glorious than anything you have seen before.” Effion Obassi replied,
“Wait a minute, and I will try to throw a few kernels down to you. Afterwards, you can show me the shining
thing, as you said.”
He threw down three palm kernels, which Sheep took. They stayed his hunger a little. Then he called,
“Please try to climb down. We’ll go together to my house.”
Effion Obassi tried very hard, and after some time he stood safely at the foot of the tree by the side of Sheep.
When they got to his house, Sheep said,
“Will you wait here a little while I go to question the townspeople?” First, he went to Antelope, and asked,
“Will you not give me a single coco-yam to eat? See, the thing that I bought at the price of all that I had turns
darkness to light for you. But as for me, I shall die of hunger.” Antelope said,
“I shall give you nothing. Take back the thing for which you sold everything, and we’ll stay in our darkness as
before.”
Then Sheep begged all the townsfolk to give him a little food in return for the light that he had bought for
them. But they all refused. So Sheep went back to his house, and he took the shining stone and gave it to Effion
Obassi, saying,
“I love the earth-folk, but they do not love me. Now take the shining thing for which I gave all my possessions.
Go back to the place from which you came, because I know that you belong to the sky-people. And when you
reach your home in the heavens, hang my stone in a place where all the earth-folk may see its shining and be
glad.”
Effion Obassi took the stone, and went back by the road on which he had come. He climbed up the palm tree,
and the great leaves raised themselves upwards, pointing to the sky, and they lifted him up until, from their points,
he could climb into heaven. When he reached his home, he called all the lords of the sky, and said,
“I have brought back a thing today that can shine so that all the earth will be light. From now on, everyone on
earth or in heaven will be able to see at the darkest hour of the night.”
The lords looked at the stone and wondered. Then they consulted together, and made a box. Effion Obassi said,
“Make it so that the stone can shine out only from one side.”
When the box was finished, he set the globe of fire within it, and said,
“This stone is mine. From this time, all the people must bring me food. I shall no longer go to seek any for
myself.”
For some time, they brought him plenty of food, but after a while they grew tired. Then Effion Obassi covered
the side of the box, so that the stone would not shine until they brought him more food.
That is the reason the moon is sometimes dark, and people on earth say,
“It is the end of the month. The people have grown weary of bringing food to him, and he will not let his stone
shine out until they bring him a fresh supply.”
281.128 The Cunning Hare: A Folktale\fn{by Abassi, an Ikom native (before 1913- )} Southern Nigeria (M?) 2
The hare was known to everyone as a very cunning animal. He was very fond of meat, although he was unable
to kill anything himself.
He therefore thought out a scheme by which be would be able to obtain meat without any trouble. The first
thing the hare did was to call all the animals together, and, when they arrived, he said,
“We ought to have a king over us.”
The animals agreed, and, after some discussion, the elephant was chosen. A law was also passed, at the hare’s
suggestion, that a piece of ground at the roadside should be set aside for the king’s own private use, and that if
anyone was caught defiling this piece of ground in any way he should be killed and eaten.
In the night time the hare went to the king’s private piece of ground and made a mess there. When the morning
came he hid himself in the bush near the place in order to see who might be the first animal to pass the piece of
ground, so that he could give false information against him. After he had been waiting for a short time, a bush cat
passed on his way to the farm, whereupon the hare jumped up and said,
“Have you visited the king’s piece of ground this morning?”
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The bush cat said, “No,” and the hare ordered him to go there at once. He did so, and returned saying that the
place was very dirty. The hare said,
“How is that possible? I visited the place myself this morning, and it was quite clean then. You must have
defiled it yourself. I shall report you.”
The hare then ran into the town and told the people what he had seen. The big wooden drum was then beaten,
and when all the animals had come together the bush cat was put on his defense.
The bush cat told the people what had happened, and that he had nothing to do with the matter. But the hare
stood up as the accuser, and the people decided that the bush cat was guilty. The king ordered him to be killed,
and said that the meat was to be dried by Keroho and brought to him in the morning.
Now, Keroho is a fruit-eating animal, who is very lazy and sleeps most of the day. He always seems tired, and
after he has taken a few steps he lies down and sleeps for a time.
The hare had suggested to the king that Keroho should be told to dry and guard the meat. He told the king that,
as Keroho only ate fruit, he would not be likely to steal any of the meat.
In reality the hare suggested Keroho for a very different reason, and that reason was that Keroho was a fat
animal in good condition, and far too lazy and sleepy to guard the meat properly. When the evening came, Keroho
made a fire and cut up the body of the bush cat and set it out to dry. He then went to sleep.
The hare was very greedy and fond of meat; he wanted to have it all to himself, so, when all the people had
gone to bed, he slipped out of his house by the back way and very soon had taken the dried meat out of Keroho’s
yard and returned to his house, where he made a good meal. He buried what he could not eat.
Early in the morning the hare went and beat the big drum to call the animals together at the king’s house.
Keroho, hearing the drum, got up and went to the fire in his back yard, where he had left the meat drying, and, to
his intense astonishment, found that it had vanished. He was very frightened at this, and went to the meeting
trembling in every limb. He tried to explain that he had left the meat before the fire when he went to bed, but the
hare got up at once and said,
“Do not believe him. Most likely he has sold the meat to get some money. I propose that Keroho be killed so
that we shall not lose our meat.”
All the people agreed to this, so Keroho was killed and cut up, the meat being given to the bush cow to keep.
The hare, in order to make himself acquainted with the bush cow’s house, waited until sundown, and then went
to the bush cow’s house with a large calabash of strong tombo. The hare was careful to drink only a little himself,
and very soon the bush cow had finished the whole calabash.
That night the bush cow slept very soundly, and at midnight, when nothing could be heard but the occasional
hoot of an owl or the croaking of the frogs in the marsh, the hare went very quietly and stole the meat from the
bush cow’s fire and took it home with him, as before. The following morning, he beat the drum as usual, and the
people met together. The bush cow, failing to produce the meat, was killed by the king’s order and his meat given
to another animal to dry. As usual, the hare stole the meat at night and the animal was killed the next day. This
went on until there were only seven animals left.
The meat of the last animal that was killed was handed over to the tortoise. The tortoise at once placed his wife
on guard over the meat, and went off into the bush to cut rubber.
Now, the tortoise was looked upon as one of the wisest of all animals. For some time it had seemed to him very
curious that every night the meat should disappear and another animal should be killed. He therefore determined
that, when it became his turn to dry and guard the meat, he would take every precaution possible, and would try to
catch whoever it was who always removed the meat at night, as he had no intention that his body should supply
food for the remaining six animals.
Before going into the bush, he gave his wife strict instructions not to let the meat out of her sight. When he
returned in the evening, he cut up the meat, saying as he did so,
“Ah, there goes another poor animal. I wonder whose turn it will be tomorrow, but it shall not be mine if I can
help it.”
So he made a big fire and put the meat on, and then covered it all over with the rubber he had brought back
with him from the bush. The tortoise then told his wife that he was tired, and went to bed pretending to be asleep,
but he had one eye open all the time, and that eye he kept fixed upon the meat, as he was not going to take any
risks, knowing full well that if the meat disappeared, as it had a habit of doing, he himself would be the next
victim.
When all was quiet, and the hare thought everybody had gone to sleep, he went round to the back of the
tortoise’s house and put his right hand out to take the meat, but when his hand closed on the rubber, he found that
he could not remove it because the rubber was so sticky. He tried his hardest to get his hand away, but with out
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success. He then called out softly, because he was afraid of waking the tortoise, “Let me go! Let me go!” but the
rubber never answered, and held on tighter than ever. This made the hare angry, so he whispered to the rubber,
“Look here, if you don’t let my right hand go at once I will hit you very hard with my left hand, and then you
will be sorry.”
He got no reply, but thought he heard a laugh somewhere. The hare then hit the rubber with his disengaged
hand as hard as he was able, and that hand also stuck fast. Then the hare heard the tortoise murmur,
“Yes, tomorrow I will discover that rat who is always stealing the king’s meat.”
At length the hare became absolutely terrified, and kicked the rubber hard with one of his feet, which became
as fast as his hands were, and very shortly the other foot also became caught up, so that he was held quite
securely.
When the morning came, the tortoise called his wife to help him, and together they put the meat and rubber
into a basket with the hare on top, and carried them all to the king’s house. When the drum was beaten, the people
assembled as usual, and discussed among themselves to whom the meat of the tortoise should be given when he
was killed. In the middle of the discussion, the tortoise appeared carrying the meat with the hare on top.
The tortoise then charged the hare with attempting to steal the king's meat, and told the people of the trap he
had set. The hare was found guilty, and was ordered to pay a large number of brass rods, and he was told that if
they were not forthcoming, he would be killed, and that his mother and sister would be killed with him, as he had
been the cause of the death of so many animals. The hare begged for a little time to enable him to get the rods,
which was allowed to him.
He then ran home and got his mother and sister to come with him at once to the foot of a big cotton tree, and,
having got a rope around the lowest branch, he very soon got to the top of the tree, where be built a small house
for himself and his people. The hare then went down to the lowest branch where the rope was, and hauled his
mother and sister up. He put them in the house at the top of the tree, and sat down himself next to the rope with a
sharp knife in his hand.
As the hare did not appear at the appointed time to pay the rods, the people went to his house, and found that
they had all disappeared. It did not take long, however, to discover that he had taken refuge in the cotton tree, so
they all went there and found the rope hanging down.
Then they all began to climb the rope together, leaving the tortoise on the ground, and just as be was about to
commence to climb, the others having already reached halfway, the hare cut the rope with one cut of his sharp
knife, and all the animals fell down upon the tortoise, smashing his smooth shell into small pieces, and hurting
themselves very much. No one was killed, however, and they limped home one after the other.
On the way, they passed the tortoise’s house, so they told his wife that they had fallen on her husband from a
great height, and that his shell was broken into pieces. On hearing this, the tortoise’s wife got her basket and went
off to the cotton tree. Having picked up all the pieces of her husband’s shell, and having placed them in the basket,
she lifted the tortoise and carried them all home.
When she got inside, she put all the little pieces of the shell together and placed them on her husband’s back,
where they grew quite strongly, but the marks showed where the pieces were joined together, and that is why you
always find that the shell of a tortoise is covered in patches, and not smooth as it was formerly.
1920
168.152 Two Excerpts From Her Autobiography\fn{by Olufunmilayo Ransome-Kuti (1900-1978)} Abeokuta, Ogun
State, Nigeria (F) 3
1
I wish to endeavour in a small manner to put down in words something about my life. The life which I
attributed mostly to my mother who brought me up in a way to make me what I am today and also to my father
who worked so hard to be able to give me the education which had backed up the home training my mother
contributed.
My parents worked hard and lived a life that was worth emulation. They joined hands and their efforts together
to make their lives worth living financially.
My father was born on the 27 th of July, 1870. His father was the eldest son of one Sobowale who was taken in
slavery by the Spanish during the slave trade. The ship in which these slaves were being taken away was captured
by the British, who were working to stop the slave trade.
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My great-grandfather with [the] other slaves were taken in their boat and were landed in Sierra Leone. These
slaves were captured from different parts of Nigeria. They were men and women and youths as well. The British
people arranged to have them converted into Christians and to learn to read The British people sent Missionaries
[to] Sierra Leone through the advice of Queen Victoria of England. These slaves became quite happy. They started
[to] get settled and tried to build up families for themselves.
My great-grandfather took a girl among the slaves to wife. She was a twin and her name was Taiwo. She was
married to Sobowale in the Christian manner. … She had one son and [her husband] died. She married another
man with whom she had three sons, Sowemimo Olufusibi and another son who later became a clergyman.
Each man this Taiwo married was a Christian attached to a European whose name they adopted. The first man
she married had the name of Thomas from his master, and the second husband had a master who was called
Coker. Mr. Coker died and she married another gentleman called Wickliffe for whom she had a daughter.
It was from this Madam Taiwo that we got the name for our family Union organization “the Jibowu-Taiwo
Union.”
My mother was born on the 4 th of October 1874, baptised on the 16 th of May 1875 by Rev. W. Moore. She was
given the name of Philis Lucretia. Her father was Mr. Isaac [Adesolu], one of the descendants of the early
Christians brought back from Sierra Leone. Her mother was a daughter of Oba of Ife and sold as a slave to an
Abeokuta Chief.
Rev. W. Moore gave my mother to Rev. and Mrs. Wood to be brought up. She stayed until she was about to be
married. She was one of their house girls. She was taught to read and write. She was also taught to sew, to cook
and gardening. I was very happy when my mother’s baptismal certificate was found among her things after her
death, because we were not quite sure of her birthday.
I was born on the 25th day of October, 1900. I was nursed and brought up by my mother and father. My father
lost his parents before he was fifteen years old. An Uncle took him up and sent him to the primary school. He was
trained a carpenter. He married my mother on the 2 nd of September 1897.
I attended St John Anglican Church School, Igbein in Abeokuta for my primary education. It was not easy in
those days to get secondary for youths. So, my parents were faced with this difficulty until his friends Rev. M. S.
Cole, the Principal of Abeokuta Grammar School through the advice of Rev. S. C. Phillips who was also the Vice
Principal of Abeokuta volunteered to admit me into Abeokuta Grammar School, if they could persuade five other
parents to allow their daughters to join; so that they would form a class of six girls in the Abeokuta Grammar
School.
Five other prominent gentlemen agreed that their daughters should be admitted. So, in January 1914 Abeokuta
Grammar School became a co-educational school. We were in the same class with the boys, the same grade
during the first and the second year. The girls were separated from boys at the beginning of third year because the
number had risen considerably to about 40, and a small classroom was built for the girls, in Igbein.
In 1917, the girls school was shifted to Ake. The Principal Rev. M. S. Cole arranged with my father that I
would be teaching the girls, and he would teach me after school to continue my studies. Father wanted me to have
the best education possible, so he started to arrange for me to go to England to continue my studies. I left home in
May 1918.
I was sent to Wincham College in Lostock Graham in Cheshire, North of England. I was there in 1920 to learn
Cookery, Sewing, Fancy work, Millinery and Piano and elocution.
I returned to Nigeria in 1922 to take charge of the Abeokuta Girls’, as the school was then called. I taught for
two years and got married on the 20 th of January 1925 to Rev. Israel Oludotun Ransome-Kuti, the son of Canon J.
J. & Mrs. Ransome-Kuti. We had four children, a girl Dolupo and three boys. The girl is a qualified Nursing Sister
and the first boy Olikoye is a Pediatric Doctor. The second son Olufela is a Musician and the third boy is also a
doctor of Medicine.
My husband and I left for Ijebu-Ode on the 20 th January 1925, the very day we were married. He was the
principal of Ijebu-Ode Grammar School. I organised the young ladies in Ijebu-Ode where I taught them sewing,
handicraft and cooking.
In 1928 on the 4th of February I started a class of kindergarten for nine children. The children must not be as
many as ten because it would then be a school. I was keeping them for two years before they were sent to the
Primary School.
In 1932 my husband was transferred from Ijebu-Ode Grammar School to Abeokuta Grammar School. …
2
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… It is highly gratifying that Nigeria is ripe for independence when her women are emerging from the corners
of slavery and backwardness. Long ago our women in Nigeria were worse than slaves. The slaves could run away
from their masters when they were not pleased, but the wives considered it immoral to divorce their husbands.
The husbands, on the other hand, regarded the wives as their perpetual and life-long slaves. Therefore the more
help the men needed on their land determined the number of women they married.
The status of women in Nigeria was abjectly subordinate. Husbands in some parts are happy when they have
female children, not because they have any regard or love for womanhood, but they look forward to the dowry
they can collect on each female child they sire. In many cases the babe in the womb is betrothed to a prospective
husband and gifts are collected in advance. The child goes to her husband when she is barely old enough to start
her life of slavery. She suffers in quietness. These conditions and others whereby dowry was paid enslave our girls
and deprive them of their rights.
In the area where child betrothal was not practised, the man sometimes pawned himself to pay his fiancée’s
dowry; it being no hardship to him to serve his creditor because he was sure that that dowry was [the] purchase
price of a woman who would work for him to purchase more and more women. This might be called indirect
slave trade.
There were women weavers, potters, traders, and politicians; our mothers Invented the mode of preparing our
food, of spinning by hand the lovely fine yarns with which our clothes were woven. They contributed towards the
development of our country in many ways along with their sufferings.
The women cooked, hoed, swept, bore children for their masters, and gave them all the comfort they needed.
They were sent about by any inmate of their husbands’ household; if they showed any sign of reluctance to work
(perhaps because they were tired or indisposed) they were abused, insulted, and chastised without mercy; they
dared not retaliate or grumble.
Once a man who wished to live a Christian life by keeping only one wife later found it difficult to get labourers
for his farm work; his cocoa, kola and palm nuts were wasting; he therefore decided to get four strong wives. He
paid dowry on these women and they came to live with him on his farm; they worked from dawn till dusk, so that
his produce wasted no more. They had children for him in addition to the hard work.
If there were misunderstandings between husband and wife which resulted in divorce, the husband claimed
back every penny he expended on the wife, be it dowry or gifts. The period they lived together will not be
considered no matter the number of years. If she had issue an amount of 50/ is deducted for each child from the
total amount he reckoned that he paid. If a husband died, the dowry was also usually refunded to his family in the
same manner. So there was no consideration for time of service for enslaved wives.
Now the old orders have changed; our women have been rapidly taking their proper places in the role of
Nigeria. Our men are now learning that their women are no longer their slaves but their immediate associates. Our
women try to pull their weight with men in all spheres of Nigerian life. It is our adage now that in some spheres of
life, woman can do what man can do. We have now women doctors, police, athletes, lawyers, artisans, teachers,
scientists, and many women are kept at key posts in many government and commercial offices.
But our women still have a strong battle to face. Our men feel much reluctance to accept the present condition.
They still live in the past; they still wish to treat their wives as their forefathers treated their grandmothers. As a
result, there are uncountable broken homes and cases of divorce in our courts all over the country. Men do not
want women to take part in our legislation; they want women as mere voters, ordinary election tools. Similar
conditions prevailed in other countries before ours; we must learn to overcome our own difficulties as they did.
With independence on October 1st, 1960, a new day dawned in Nigeria. Women must be ready to work and
contribute to the progress and development of their country. One of our greatest tasks is to learn tolerance. We
have to be silent at times when we have the right to talk for the sake of peace; not to be too firm in demanding our
rights when dealing with our husbands. We should try to forgo our personal interest for our husbands. We should
realize that our men are jealous, and are used to being called masters and lords; so that it is not easy for a master
to take the position of equal.
It should be realised that our Nigerian Independence could only be felt in every home where wives tolerate
their men because we must try to build happy homes for our children. Many of us are still ignorant. We all must
know our responsibilities and common domestic work. Our homes must be clean and healthy.
Centres should be created where women, married and young, could learn house crafts. The education of some
women is ill-adapted. They follow fashions and like to come out every time in the latest vogue; it is not a sin to be
fashionable, but women within an independent Nigeria must be reasonable in their dress, clean, simple, and
attractive.
Many of our children die owing to lack of proper care by the mothers. Poverty and dirt are the causes of these
deaths in many cases; no good food for the mothers nor for the children. The babies are wrapped in dirty clothes
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and laid on wet floor uncovered and unprotected against mosquitoes. They die of malaria fever, diarrhoea,
tuberculosis, malnutrition, and ignorance.
It is pitiable that some parents consider it a waste of money and indulgence to give a girl education because she
ends it in the kitchen. They forget that it is the responsibility of the women to bear and bring up a new generation.
They forget the wise adage that the hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.
It is still more lamentable that even the few educated women look down upon the uneducated ones, instead of
encouraging them to pull their weight and shake off their slavish ideas. They ignore and render no help to them to
improve the condition of these unfortunate ones.
If we could read and write in our language half of our battle is won. When we visited a Chinese women’s adult
education class we were greatly impressed by the women’s zeal; they were so absorbed in their lesson that they
hardly took their eyes from their books. Every one of them was keen because they wanted to equip themselves
with the weapon of liberty. There was to be a total eradication of illiteracy in their country within five years after
their liberation and no woman wanted to be left behind.
We Nigerian women should be ready to emulate them and set to work vigorously. We should ask for more
maternity hospitals and clinics to be set up, for free medical aids. Centres where women could receive instructions
in child production and rearing should be established. Doctors and nurses should be attached to these centres. Our
women should be ready to learn and make good use of the knowledge imparted to them.
In the midst of plenty most of us are hungry; some do not have breakfast till mid-day; even then there is little
nourishing food. Women’s chief duty all over the world is management of the kitchen. God giveth us sunshine
which contributes largely to the plenteousness of our vegetation; by this, we have different kinds of fruits; we are
able to grow certain kinds of crops twice a year, the privilege of which many countries are deprived. In Nigeria
we are blessed with a variety of climates and soil so that if the climate of [the] Western Region is not suitable for
some crops, they may be easily grown in the Northern Region. We have each group of food crops in a variety of
species; we have different crops coming out at different seasons of the year; there is no time of the year that
Nigerian people should be hungry or starved. …
45.1 Excerpt from Igbo Olodumare: “The Forest Of The Lord”\fn{by Daniel Olorunfẹmi Fagunwa aka D. O. Fagunwa
(1903-1963)} Oke-Igbo, Ondo State, Nigeria (M) 6
… Akara-Ogun began his narrative saying:
“My friend, when it was now the twenty-fifth year since my father had come into the world he made himself
ready one morning and betook himself to hunt in a certain strange forest which lies near our town. Our townsfolk
call this forest the ‘Forest of the Lord,’ because it is a place which is full of fear. The hunters indeed fear this
Forest of the Lord more than the ‘Forest of Spirits’ and it is a fixed law in our town that no hunter must go there to
hunt until he has become an elephant-killer, because that place is a place of wonders. The birds there speak with
human voices and the animals buy and sell with each other. Many of the trees there have no roots, yet their wood
is fresh and their leaves are glossy and green. A mouse in the Forest of the Lord is bigger than an ordinary bushrat and a snail is bigger than a tortoise. Powerful sprites and grim hobgoblins are in league there and all sorts of
bold snakes cast fear on hunters, for it is there that the chief snake of all the world lives, whose name is ‘Angry
Python’.
“Before my father set out from his house he showed himself to be a hunter indeed, for many were the charms
which he tied round his waist, while his fingers were covered with such rings as elders wear. No fewer than six
oxen were killed as an offering in our house. My father summoned the medicine-men of our town together and
provided them all with food. Ancestral medicines were stored in our house in profusion. Six whole months had he
spent scurrying to and fro in preparation for this visit to the Forest of the Lord, because those who used to go there
did not return—they used to fall into the hands of one sprite after another. My father was indeed a man of energy.
Some men excel others in manly qualities and Olowo-aiye had these qualities to the full.
“It was a never-to-be-forgotten day in our house when my father had finished his preparations to go hunting in
this forest and it was now time to bid farewell to all his relatives. The medicine-men were gathered together
indoors and the elephant-killer hunters were gathered together on the verandah, while the children had taken
refuge on the roof. All sorts of people were met together in the courtyard, the goats scattered hither and thither,
women were weeping, men were weeping, men of worth could find no words to speak, men of honor sat with
glum faces.
“But my father got himself ready like a European soldier, he tied medicines to his body like a diviner, he
walked as one going to a wrestling bout and he stood firm as policemen stand before their commander. When it
was now time to start, he called all the household together and spoke to them saying,
283

“‘The time has now come that I must go to the place where mighty men go, to the dwelling-place of strange
creatures, to the place which is dark before me. I shall leave well-being behind me and go to meet trouble. But
trials are the father of fortune-making and a good name is better than a new wife. If I endure today’s difficulties I.
shall find fortune in the future. If I return with joy from the Forest of the Lord my name will long be heard of in
the world. You my people, never think meanly of yourselves. Always aim at something which is important. A man
who aims at achieving something important, even if he fails to achieve his aim will achieve something nearly as
important. But the man who only aims to achieve something unimportant has no standing in the assembly of the
mighty. He who prays for ten fine gowns, even if he fails to get ten he will get eight, and he who prays for six
pairs of trousers, even if he fails to get six he will get five. But he who prays to God for one pair of trousers, if he
gets two pairs he must indeed give thanks to Almighty God.
“‘I see you all here with glum faces, it is true, but my own heart is strong and firm like a shiny stone in the
river. Progress is far from the man of two minds, and I am not in two minds as I go on my way. By the power of
Almighty God who created me I shall surely return home. The man of two minds imagines in the morning that
death is coming upon him and by midday he is dead, yet he might well have lived several days more in this world.
A man’s heart is his priest. Let me be going. Greet all the people of my house and see to my affairs in my absence.
So now a man goes on his way. Tell all the people from me that a man of might has gone as a man of might to
where men of might go, a man of note has gone as a man of note to where men of note resort. Let neither children
nor elders, if they are gentlefolk, say that travelers in the Forest of the Lord do not return, and let all honorable
people the world over be awaiting the return of a great man.’
“So spake Olowo-aiye and then set off on his way to the Forest of the Lord. His eyes had changed their color,
they were blood red. In his haste he almost forgot one important medicine contained in a small medicine-calabash,
and this medicine was such that if he did not take it with him finding his way to the forest would itself be difficult.
The mouth of this calabash was plugged with cuckoo, aluko and vulture feathers and with red parrot-plumes, and
its sides were stained with many sorts of blood. My own father’s father had first owned it and he had obtained it
from the belly of a python. For before we were born many of our family had been hunters and our grandfather
whom I have just mentioned was the first man from our town to go hunting in the Forest of Spirits. It was then
that he killed this python and found this wonderful medicine-calabash inside it. If a person pronounces a charm
over this calabash and mentions the name of the place where he is going, the wind will blow on these feathers and
they will point in the direction of the place. Indeed, my friend, if I had not forgotten the charm I would teach you
it, because it is not more than five and twenty words in length, and after teaching you the charm I would search
out the calabash and give it you.
“The Forest of the Lord is very far, indeed it is two whole days’ journey from our town. There are some big
wildernesses on the way and also large rivers, which flow swiftly and sound mightily as they fall over rocks.
There are many plants on the way, both those which are good and those which are harmful. Countless thousands
of thorn trees bar the way as one walks along and filthy litter of every sort conspires with troublesome creepers
twined about the trees to fall down on people’s heads as they pass by. Furthermore, the wild animals do not let one
rest. Brown monkeys and baboons and other monkeys with long tails jump from tree to tree. Their faces are like
those of human beings and so too are the nails on their fingers. Truly monkeys resemble human beings closely; it
seems as if the Creator made them relatives of each other.
“Many different things are found in the wilderness. There are countless great trees and tall palms with the
mistletoes which cling to them, and animals which live on the tops of the big palms. There are sharp-beaked birds
whose attention is fixed on the base of the palm leaves so as to lose no chance of finding nuts to eat. There are
squirrels which frequent the creepers, slender snakes looking round for dark recesses in which to hide, vipers
lurking under the grass, pythons which inhabit the banks of rivers, and numerous poisonous snakes which hide in
holes. There are snails which love damp places and tortoises which crawl under dried leaves. There is the coucal
which flies at a middle height and the dove which frequents the high places. This bird plays the part of the
cockerel in the wilderness, reminding the hunters of the time.
“There are trees which have long since fallen to the ground and which have no more strength and which are
covered with mushrooms. There are the paths of various animals, which differ from each other. The path of the
mouse is narrow and smooth, but the path of the wild-boar is broad and flat. My friend, hearsay is not equal to
experience and you yourself should experience the trials which beset one in the wilderness. All these difficulties
my father had to endure as he made his way to the Forest of the Lord. But yet—and it is I who say it—all these
things which I have described amounted to nothing compared with his experiences when he reached this forest.
“On the first night after my father left home he slept on the way and by the time the sun was high in the sky on
the next day he had almost reached his destination. At three o’clock in the afternoon he came to a forest which
bordered on the Forest of the Lord itself. The name of this forest was the ‘Wilderness of Silence,’ because of all
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places under the sky that place is the most silent. A solitary sprite lives in this forest and he is fiercer than a clap of
thunder. This sprite will not allow anyone to pass through to the Forest of the Lord. He gives the hunters much
trouble and yet he is no more than two feet tall. He lives inside an ant-hill and he is indeed an imp of Satan who
always bears with him a scourge.
“When my father reached this forest everywhere was as silent as the grave. All the leaves on the trees were
drooping and not one struck against another, as if there was not the slightest breeze. All the branches of the trees
stood stock-still as when soldiers stand before their commander. The creepers were doubled up like sick men and
the animals had rejected the place as a haunt. The birds had flown away each to his own place and every living
thing was as dejected as a debtor who sits pondering on his debt. The whole forest was as still as when some great
bereavement has befallen a man and his friends and acquaintances sit quiet.
“Indeed, my friend, since in all this evil forest there was only my father with this little imp who lived inside an
ant-heap, my father’s passage through this place was fraught with difficulties. \
“After my father had wandered about for some time in this great wilderness he and this small imp came in
sight of each other. That was indeed a notable day when those two sighted each other, when injury met trouble,
when hobgoblin met sprite, when two lions came face to face. The name of this imp was the ‘Little Devil of the
Ways.’ He wore no coat and he wore no trousers; he had no hat on his head and tied no cloth round his loins, for it
was with leaves that the wretch covered his nakedness. He had only one eye and that was wide and round like a
great moon. He had no nose at all because his eye was so much bigger than the ordinary bounds of an eye. His
mouth was as wide as a man’s palm and his teeth were like those of a lion, and these teeth were red as when a lion
has just finished eating a meal of raw meat. The sprite’s body was covered with hair like a garment and resembled
that of a European dog. A long tuft of hair grew on the top of his head. From his shoulder there hung a scourge
and from his neck a great bag which filled one with fear. This bag was smeared all over with blood and on this
blood was stuck the down of birds, while various medicines were attached to its sides—medicine-calabashes, fishbones and parrot-plumes, cuckoo and aluko feathers, cowrie money used in olden days,\fn{ A note reads: The brightly
colored shells of a small mollusk were formerly used as money throughout West Africa .} the horns of various animals large and
small, including a horn of the antelope which devours okra on the farms, and also feathers of the bush-fowl which
roams about in the wilderness. All these things were attached to the great bag carried by the little imp of the anthill, whose name is the Little Devil of the Ways.
“As he approached his legs made a thin rattling noise because of a mass of snail shells which had been cut into
small pieces shaped round like shillings and which had been strung together like beads and arranged on his legs
by the imp from his ankles to his knees. His fingers were all covered with iron rings which were dark like the
fingers of a woman who dyes with indigo. Ah! I tell you the truth, this was a very evil sprite.
“When my father appeared on this side and the sprite appeared yonder the two of them stopped and looked at
each other, because when elephant meets elephant needs must that trees crash down on each other. The sprite was
advancing and my father was going on to meet him. When they had almost come up to each other they again
stopped and looked at each other—things were about to happen. Little Devil was the first to speak. He opened his
great mouth and said:
“‘Who are you? What are you? What do you amount to? What do you rank as? What are you looking for?
What do you want? What are you looking at? What do you see? What are you considering? What affects you?
Where are you coming from? Where are you going? Where do you live? Where do you roam? Answer me!
Human being, answer me in a word! One thing is certain—you have got into trouble today, you have climbed a
tree beyond its topmost leaves, you have fallen from a height into a well, you have eaten an unexpected poison,
you have found a farm-plot full of weeds and planted ground-nuts in it. You man without understanding, you do
not know that the lion and the antelope do not meet, that the leopard and the ox do not make friends together, and
that on the day a cat spies a mouse the life of that mouse comes to an end. You saw me and I saw you, you were
approaching and I was approaching, and yet you did not take to your heels. You walked in my presence as if you
had no care. Are you not afraid? Does not your heart thump with alarm? Have you never heard of me? Has no one
told you about me? The skulls of greater men than you are in my cooking-pot and their backbones are in the
corner of my room, while my seat is made from the breast-bones of those who are thoughtless.
“‘I am the little imp of the ant-hill, whose name is the Little Devil of the Ways. Because a dispute arose
between me and another in heaven they said I had acted dishonestly towards the Almighty and so those heavenly
beings determined that I must leave my abode there. So I left heaven and went beneath the earth and I lived for a
hundred years with the dead who are beneath the earth and I learned much wisdom among them. It was then that I
learnt that of the many deaths which the people of the world die very few are pre-ordained from heaven. The
people of the world bring death on each other by their own hands. A fool may kill one man unintentionally,
another can be killed by overwork unintentionally, another can be killed by laziness unintentionally, another can
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be killed by gluttony unintentionally, while another can be killed by greed unintentionally. Sometimes a cunning
man seeks a way to kill his neighbor but instead of that neighbor he himself goes off to the other world.
Sometimes a false friend seeks a way to kill another and himself goes to the other world. Sometimes a rich man
seeks a way to kill a poor man and himself goes off to the other world. Sometimes again a man of low degree
seeks a way to kill a man of high degree and himself goes off to the other world. The loose talker plays with
death, the prodigal plays with death, the gadder-about plays with death, the haughty man plays with death and so
too does the trickster. Why is this? It is because the Creator gazes at the creature along with the work of his hands
and his manner of life among other creatures, and the Creator will surely give the creature the reward of the work
of his hands whatever changes there may be in circumstances, either in this world or in the next.
“‘I am the little imp of the ant-hill, whose name is the Little Devil of the Ways. When I left the dwelling-place
of the dead I came to this Wilderness of Silence and made an ant-hill my dwelling-place. In this wilderness I
found animals, here too I found birds, and here too I found spirits, but all these I have driven away, so that I no
longer have anyone to live with. I alone am here and I eat the leaves of the forest. But today, now that I have
unexpectedly found you, I give thanks, because my luck has brought me something. It is many a long day since I
have had human flesh to eat. When I have killed you I shall enjoy your flesh for three days. With your skull I shall
make okra-stew, with your breast-bone I shall make vegetable-stew, and your buttocks will make thick fat in
pepper-stew. What is left of you I shall put aside in my house, in the ant-hill. Ah! I give thanks to the Lord today, I
give thanks to all the deities today. I give thanks to all the spirits of the world, I give thanks to the lucky medicines
inside my bag; and further I give thanks to that important sprite, Prince of the Forest, the imp who rules the anthill, who is my kinsman.’
“This was how the sprite spoke to my father, and my father answered as it is fitting that one strong man should
answer another. He looked the Little Devil of the Ways up and down as when an impudent woman with a
contemptuous glance looks at her husband and said:
“‘He who tries to lift up rain in a sieve deceives himself. He who stands in the way of a railway train will find
himself in Kingdom come. An elder who sees a snake and does not run is in a hurry to die. The animal which
looks disdainfully at a hunter will sleep by the hearth-stones. The person who puts his trust in war involves
himself in trouble.
“‘Any sprite who disregards me will find himself traveling from place to place in the other world. It is I who
say so. Today I tell you sprites of the Forest of the Lord that when the Creator created all things which are in the
world he made man to be their head. I want you to know today that pride is the beginning of destruction. Pride it
is which precedes a fall. It is contrary to the laws of men and is opposed to the ordinances of God. Instead of me
becoming your prey I can give your flesh to the beasts of the forest and turn you into food for the birds which fly
among the trees. It is true that you have been meeting with men and turning them into inhabitants of your
cooking-pot. But, Little Devil of the Ways, do not forget that some cocks are bigger than other cocks, some goats
are bigger than other goats, some sheep are bigger than other sheep, some birds are bigger than other birds, some
people are bigger than other people, some hunters are bigger than other hunters. It is I who tell you, I am stronger
than those you have met before; I am not of their rank, I am of the rank of their fathers. You are puffed up with
pride. You little sprite of the ant-hill, you Little Devil of the Ways. I am above the rank of your great-grandmother.
To hell with you! What do you amount to? To hell with you seven times! You are in trouble today. Get ready, let
us grapple with each other.’
“My friend, my father had barely finished speaking these words when the two of them began grappling with
each other. This was a hard fight when a man met a spirit, and the whole forest resounded. The Little Devil of the
Ways was tough and so too was Olowo-aiye, my father, that hero who lived in this world and entered into combat
with a being from the other world. When the fight first began Little Devil was trying to find an opportunity to
cling to my father’s hips and press his back against a thorny tree, and also to lift his leg on to his shoulder and
push him on to the bushes and so injure his opponent. But this proved very difficult, because just as he had these
ideas, so my father had other ideas. He was trying to find a way to lift Little Devil on to his shoulder, to get the
dwarf sprite clear from the ground. to lift the wretch right above his head, to throw the rascal half a league away,
so that Little Devil should travel from one place in the other world to another. But these attempts failed, because
just as he was exerting himself like a lion, so Little Devil was exerting himself like an elephant and a great cloud
of dust rose up in the face of the sky. The earth began to shake and the sound of their trampling feet was more
than that of ten men. They glared at each other and grasped each other tightly as when a creeper clings to a tree on
the farm, and both were panting like a hunter’s dog. This was a hard day for the little sprite of the ant-hill, whose
name is Little Devil of the Ways.
“Presently. this wicked hobgoblin jumped at my father and clung to his middle, and when my father was
struggling to grasp him by the leg he jumped on to his shoulder and grasping my father by the neck he began to
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beat him about the ears with great violence. This angered my father and he pushed the sprite along until he came
to a thorny tree-trunk and then violently pushed him against the thorns. This caused the wicked sprite to give a
loud yell and to jump down from my father's shoulder. So then my father gripped him by both ankles and he lifted
Little Devil above his head and threw him forward in fury, hoping to smash the wretch’s skull. But this plan
failed. When my father looked in front of him, this creature was again standing firm and laughing and looking at
my father as if the fight had only just begun.
“My father now became weary of this struggle and he thrust his hand into his bag and was searching for a
charm inside it when his eye suddenly lighted on an ancestral flute which we used to keep at our home. So he took
this flute and began to blow it and the sound of this flute filled the whole place. He spoke of how God is the
ordainer of victory and how He is the owner of all things which exist both in this world and in the next—the
wealth of the sons of men and the treasures beneath the earth and everything which is on the face of the sea and in
the sky. He spoke also of how there is no hindrance in the way of the Almighty. Everything which the Creator
wishes to do He can do and no one can hinder the Almighty from exalting whom He wishes. My father described
with his flute how the deceitful rises in the morning dark green like a plantain by the water-side, but when the sun
is high he dries up like wood and by the evening he has withered completely away. The man of intrigue tells his
friends that he has got himself a suit of clothes, but when the just man appears he points his finger at the other
saying he is stark naked.
“Such were the words of the songs which my father sang full of compassion on the day that he and the little
sprite of the ant-hill met each other, and the songs were echoed throughout the forest. Now this flute was sweeter
than a king’s flute and as the song of the flute was a lament it could not fail to enter the recesses of the sprite’s
brain. The true man humbled the false, the Little Devil dropped his head like a banana-leaf, the sprite of the anthill began to look down on the ground pensively and the little creature opened his mouth and spoke, saying:
“‘The sons of men have changed and wise men have appeared among them. Much time has passed since I
came here to make my dwelling-place and no one hitherto has tried to change my heart. But since the time that
God created me I have noticed that the patient man never ends up with regret, but only he who foolishly lets
patience be ruined. From today onwards I will not behave roughly towards people of the world, I will not be
irritable with the sons of men, I will not be peevish with animals, I will not be rough with the leaves of the forest.
For your words have changed my heart and I will not behave as a boor any more. But do not ever think that it is
merely a spirit of laziness which leads me to utter these words. If you think so, then we must agree that you do not
understand my words. You will be like one who calls a sheep an ox or a lorry a bicycle or this world the next
world. The patient man sees a quarrel and draws back and the fool thinks he is a coward, but when the patient man
enters a quarrel, all the fools topple over like trees. I thank you for the lament which you sang, a song full of
wisdom which reminded me of my Creator. If it were not for this song which you sang I would have fought for
three whole days, because I have fought so before. I have fought a battle for three months, I have fought one for
six months, I have fought one for a whole year, I, the little sprite of the ant-hill, whose name is the Little Devil of
the Ways.’
“So the sprite spoke and my father put his anger aside and they greeted and shook hands with each other, and
each went off in his own direction. But according to the law of nature a fight does not pass without the fighter
suffering some injury, whether the fighter turn out the winner or the loser. My father had scraped his back against
a tree, had torn his hunter's wallet, had lost an important charm, and had smashed his pipe. So too Little Devil had
suffered hurt, two of his teeth had been dislodged, one of his rings was lost, and his leg was sprained, so that he
walked like one suffering from guinea-worm.\fn{ A note reads: A parasitic worm, common in tropical regions, which grows to a
length of several feet. It infests domestic animals as well as man .} That is why wise people rank quarrels with poison and
avoid them every day, because quarrels are not proper for human beings, they are like fish-bones in the throat. But
foolish people are in the habit of lighting a European torch and looking for quarrels all over the town.
“So Olowo-aiye went on his way and traveled on, he and God, and wben he had nearly passed through the Forest of Silence he came to a little flowing stream which was bright and cool. There my father stopped and poured
water on his body, and after that he ate some ripe bananas and took a cola-nut from his wallet and slipped it into
his mouth. His mind was now at rest like the mind of a man who has contracted a debt of two pounds but the Lord
has preserved his secret and he unexpectedly finds an opportunity of making ten pounds.
“Less than ten minutes after leaving this stream my father had left the Forest of Silence behind him and had
come out to a wide, open place. The verdure there was fresh and green like the front of a European’s house,
bushes were more numerous there than tall trees and each tree and bush in all that neighborhood was very
beautiful, standing as they did with rounded shapes. Some were white and some were dark and some were like a
rainbow, which has both bright and dark colors. A broad roadway went on straight ahead, that is, the path which
my father was following had now become bigger. Great stones were arranged on the right and left sides of this
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road. Behind these stones bushes had been planted along the road and these were in flower and were very beautiful. My friend, as the proverb says: ‘When one’s peer in age dies it is a warning to one’s self.’ When OIowo-aiye
saw these things he knew that the Forest of the Lord was near, so my father girded himself like a man.
“The wise man and the fool appear the same in a time of enjoyment but in a time of trouble the wise man
stands out clearly. My father behaved like a wise man at this moment. He carefully placed his belongings on the
ground and went beneath one of those trees and prostrated himself before God, saying:
“O God who created me. O Lord who created the Forest of the Lord, O marvelous One who created every
marvel, O Creator who created every hunter that lives in the world, the time has now come that I want you to be
my support. Some men come into the world and when they leave the world their name passes away with them.
These men pass through the world like a snake over a rock and we see no trace of them. Others come into the
world and when they leave the world their evil name remains behind them, as when a black spot comes on to a
white cloth and the washerman washes the cloth until it almost tears and the spot merely stands out more clearly.
Please, my Creator, do not make me like one of these people. I humbly beg today that you make me like one of
those people who come into the world and are like a moon which shines benignly for generation after generation.
Their name remains after they are gone and those coming after them compete as in a race to be like them. As I go
on my way today, grant that I may return like a man, so that when my time comes to die people will not be asking
each other after I am gone, “Was this man ever born?”’
“This was how Olowo-aiye spoke, and the Lord heard in the other world, because there is no man who is equal
to an angel and there is no supporter equal to God. So my father went on his way singing and whistling and
striding along like a soldier.
“He had not long started on his way when he looked in front and saw two women coming along the road talking and laughing and slapping their hands as is the habit of countless women. These two women behaved as if
they had made their home in that neighborhood and were enjoying their life in that forest. Indeed they were
dressed in fine clothes as if they were in the middle of a town. One of them was light in color and was taIl and
stout, with the appearance of a married woman, but the second was somewhat slender and not very tall. She was
dark in color and her teeth were white like fresh maize. Both of them were good-looking, their manner of
speaking was that of gentlefolk, and their manner of walking was that of people who live at ease.
“When they met my father he greeted them and they answered him in the restrained way which it is proper to
use in answering someone with whom one is not acquainted. My father then went on his way and they went on
theirs. But anyone would wonder how two gentlefolk such as these came to be in this wilderness, and this thought
led my father to glance back to look at them. But at that very moment the younger of the two women also looked
back and when their glances met they smiled at each other and then again set off on their way. The second time
that my father looked back, his eyes again met those of this woman. Now at this time my father had as yet no
wife, but was unmarried. Nevertheless he braced himself and again went on his way. But when it was now the
third time that he looked back and this woman also looked back and he smiled and she smiled and the teeth of this
beautiful woman were white like a waIl which has been whitewashed, then Olowo-aiye turned round, the hero
turned his back on the Forest of the Lord and followed after this woman. May the Lord save the sons of men from
women who cause trouble, who wear their head-ties forward on the head.
“When my father began to approach her, this woman stood still but her companion walked on a little and stood
away at some distance because when a man and a woman want to have a private conversation a third person is
bound to be a hindrance to them. See, my friend, be careful in your behavior. If you accompany a companion to
the house of his betrothed wife, think deeply before you attempt to take part in any conversation which they are
having together, otherwise you will be like a dirty spot on a white cloth, and though they may have a smile on
their faces in talking to you they are bound to be saying in the secret places of their hearts, ‘This rascal will not let
us enjoy our private talk.’
“When my father came up to this woman he greeted her:
“‘I hope your household is prosperous, I hope you are well, I hope no trouble affects you.’ The other gave him
favorable replies. After answering his greetings the woman asked with a smile:
“‘Have I not been acquainted with you before somewhere?’ My father answered:
“‘Yes, I have that feeling too. Is it your compound which is at the end of our yard?’ And in fact a black- smith’s
compound lay at the back of us, and a girl who was a witch had been living there before Olowo-aiye began
wandering about the forests as a hunter. It was some time since my father had seen this girl. It turned out that this
girl had left their compound, she and her elder sister, and had come to live in the Forest of the Lord. It was only
when my father asked about this that he came to understand the circumstances. The woman answered him as
follows:
“‘It is true that I am that girl called Ajediran who used to live in the blacksmith’s compound. When a quarrel
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broke out one day the people of our compound told lies about us and declared that it was we who had devoured
their children. Yet at the time of which I am speaking I and my sister had not yet become witches. The children of
men gave us a name which we did not deserve, and by the time three months had passed all the people throughout
our town had come to believe that we were witches. Can the sons of men be so foolish? As soon as two or three
people have said something everyone else will give up thinking for themselves and will be repeating something
which to them is mere hearsay. So the sons of men gave me and my sister a name which we did not deserve.
“‘In the end we became angry and sought witchcraft and found it, and in our rage we turned ourselves into
witches and have remained so until today. So you see that there are some people in the world who are like a
protruding root in the middle of a path and who are a stumbling-block to the children of the Lord. When a person
is not behaving in a deceitful way they will say he is behaving so, until the person concerned makes up his mind
that, since the sons of men say he acts in a way in which he does not act, he might as well act so in fact. This is
one of the most important causes of stumbling for those whom the Lord has created to live on the face of the
earth.
“‘I tell you, man of might, that when my sister and I finally became witches we caused people great affliction,
because we devoured young and old. We killed important people in the assembly. In the end this affair filled the
Lord God with anger, because although the sons of men had behaved foolishly before, we too had now behaved
stupidly like monkeys. So one morning one who was a past master in witchcraft and fiercer even than we,
cornered us in our compound and gave us battle and drove us away, so we ran here to the Forest of the Lord. I can
never forget this affair as long as I live, because had it not been for this I should by now have found a man to
marry me. Because of this I beg you earnestly, you handsome hunter, do not think shame of me because of the
question which I shall ask.
“‘I want you to remember that the evil custom of the sons of men does not permit a woman to choose the
husband whom her heart desires. It is men who have the right to speak first to ask a woman to marry them. If a
woman wants to marry a man it is a difficult matter for the woman to express her wish. This custom of the
children of men inflicts hardship upon one half of them, and yet, as the proverb says, if a man sees a snake and a
woman kills the snake, provided the snake does not escape there is no offence committed. I want you to
understand clearly that if a woman is attracted to a man and reveals to the man her wish, no offence is committed.
It is ignorant people who say that a woman who herself woos a man must have base desires. Before a woman
would venture to do so the fire of love in the bottom of her heart must be stronger than the fire of a furnace.
Without a doubt, you mighty hunter, you are not one of those ignorant people. You attract me greatly and I want
you to be my husband and myself to be your wife, so that our going-out and our coming-in may be one.’
“See, my friend, the surprising thing in this story is that this woman’s sweet words caused my father to taste
love for the first time in his life. Love boiled up and covered his eyes like palm wine inside a calabash, and so for
the sake of beauty Olowo-aiye forgot his character, for the sake of bright eyes he forgot wisdom, for the sake of
white teeth he caused himself to become the husband of a witch. From that day forward my father took trouble as
a burden on his back and took trouble to be his wife. …
46.254 Excerpt from The Life Of The Emir Of Katsina, Alhaji Muhammadu Dikko, C.B.E. (1865-1944): The
Death Of Alhaji Muhammadu Dikko\fn{by Malam Muhammadu Bello Kagara (c.1905?-after 1964)} Kagara, Niger State,
Nigeria (M) 2
… When the Emir of Katsina saw that the time had come, he called his favourite son, Alhaji Usman Nagogo,
and said to him:
“Nagogo, my time is near! Here are my last instructions to you. When the time comes and my life is finished, I
want to be buried beneath that date-palm which I sowed in my palace garden near the Soro Gate. Here is my
shroud. I had it made last year from the cotton I grew at Nasarawa. A year ago I got my wives to spin the cotton
with their own hands, and you remember, it was you who gave the thread to the weavers to weave for me. I have
kept it put away ever since they finished weaving it. No one knew what I meant to do with it, but now you have
heard! And the perfume to be put upon my shroud that too is put away in such and such a place. Now remember,
Nagogo, when I am dead, don’t let there be any mistake or let me be taken to the Samri Gate on the grounds that
that is where my parents and grandparents were buried. My grave is to be by that date-palm I sowed!”
All this was a secret between father and son. And nobody in the world knew of these words until after his
death. Now all this time the emir was a sick man, yet no one knew it, such was the strength of his character, a
strength of character possessed by few. Notwithstanding the fact that nobody knew it, however, those around him
may have suspected that all was not well with him in body. He was growing thin and when he was walking he
kept dragging his shoes as if they were too heavy for him. Those near to him must in fact have already realized
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that this dragging of his shoes was a sign offailing health.
On Tuesday, 4 January 1944, the emir returned from a tour of the southern district. Next day M. Muhammadu
Abdullahi, the Arab whom we told you of who taught his sons to read, died. When the emir heard it, he said:
“Ah, so that’s what Muhammadu Abdullahi has gone and done to us!”
He came out of the palace and the people paid their respects. It was from this day that people first really began
to scent that the emir was ill. And from that day he remained indoors. The doctor began to visit him morning and
evening.
But in spite of this he would still summon various people to come and see him. If you saw him in his room at
the time, you would swear by God that he was in perfect health, just taking a rest. What puzzled people still more
was that his sons and daughters in the provinces all came back and lived in the city. The days went by in silent
suspense.
Then on Friday, 28 January, things took a turn for the worse. That night the townsfolk were surprised to see the
lights burning all night and not put out, when in fact at the time the electricity in Katsina was being turned off at
11 o’clock. It was the doctor was with the emir.
On Saturday, 29 January 1944, in the forenoon suddenly the word went round:
“The emir is dead!”
The town was filled with lamentation, the market broke up. Everyone found himself starting to tremble. If you
looked up to the sky all seemed still, but when you bowed your head to the ground you would hear a low murmur.
The whole town was in confusion. Presently the Wazirin Gari, Muhammadu Zayyana, gave permission for the
people to come to the funeral. The palace and its precincts filled with a vast concourse of people, young and old;
there was nowhere left to set foot.
Then early in the afternoon his sons took up his body, after they had washed it and shrouded it. They brought it
outside, where the prayers were said. This was done in accordance with his instructions that his sons should wash
the body with their own hands and put the shroud on it themselves and then bring it to the prayer ground. Then it
was that all those present were moved to awe and reverence for Almighty God.
When the prayers were over, his sons again took him up, letting no one else touch him. They carried him to his
garden inside the palace, where he had instructed that he should be buried, and he was buried beneath the datepalm that he had planted with his own hand.
It was here at the burial that the most tragic scene took place. Some people were pushing the soil back over the
grave, whilst others were putting out their hands and scraping it away again in an effort to stop Muhammadu
Dikko being buried from their sight. Things began to get out of hand, and it was only after some people had been
put under restraint that they eventually succeeded in burying the body.
The funeral over, people exchanged expressions of sympathy and grief. Then everyone went home to continue
mourning and receiving condolences among their families. For everybody in Katsina felt this as a personal loss.
A strange thing happened that day. When the little children of the emir’s house came out wailing, they all sped
off to the west, like a brood of chickens whose mother has been eaten by a cat. People watched the children go,
and they stopped nowhere till they came to the house of the Magajin Gari, Alhaji Usman Nagogo.
In other words God had intended them to show the people that “Today, Alhaji Usman Nagogo, you are
mother!”
Seeing this led many people of age and standing to believe that there was no doubt but Alhaji Usman Nagogo
would succeed Muhammadu Dikko.
God is great. …
285.36 Excerpt from The Autobiography Of Chief Jeremiah Obafemi Awolowo (by Jeremiah Obafemi Awolowo
(1909-1897)} Ikenne, Ogun State, Nigeria (M) 3
The society into which I was born was an agrarian and peaceful society.
There was peace because under the Pax Britannica there was a total ban on intertribal as well as intratribal war,
and civil disturbances of any kind and degree were severely suppressed and ruthlessly punished.
There was peace because there was unquestioning obedience to constituted authority.
There was peace because the people lived very close to nature, and she in her turn was kind and extremely
generous to them.
And there was peace because the family life was corporate, integrated and well regulated.
The order of precedence in the family and in the community as a whole was essentially in accordance with age.
The little ones were given every legitimate indulgence. The parents, grand-parents, and, more often than not, the
great grandparents, were all there—living in one and the same compound, sometimes under one and the same roof
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—to pet them. Discipline, when occasion called for its application, was severe and spartan. The sturdy members
of the family were also there to cater for the aged parents or grand-parents as the case might be.
The land was fertile, and the rains fell in their due season. At that time there was more than enough land for
everybody. Land was and still is owned not by the individual but by the family. This is the custom in Ijebu as well
as in other parts of Yorubaland.\fn{ I.e., western Nigeria. This was first published in 1960. } Every member of the family is
entitled to cultivate any portion of his family land either on the paternal or maternal side.
Because of the fertility and sufficiency of farmland, only a minimum amount of effort was required to satisfy
the sparse wants of the individual. Until western civilization began to make its inroad into the lives of the people,
it did not require too much exertion to provide food, shelter and clothing. Food was obtained with the minimum of
effort from the farms. Shelter was easily provided by erecting mud walls and covering them with thatch or certain
kinds of leaves for a roof. Friends and relatives usually helped one another in building one another’s houses in
turn. It was one of the obligatory duties of a son-in-law to help build the house of his father-in-law, and annually
to help repair the roof thereof. The amount of clothing required was limited to the demands of a peasant farming
life and of the annual festivities. There were many annual festivals, all of which were and still are held during the
period of harvest. There was plenty of leisure.
*
Notwithstanding its ostensible mirth, peace and tranquility, the society into which I was born was one which
was riddled with fear, uncertainty and suppression.
There was the fear of the white man who was the supreme lord of any area placed under his jurisdiction. His
word was law, and his actions could never be called in question by any member of the community. Those Africans
who dared to criticise the white man lived in Lagos, and they went by the un-Biblical English names of Williams,
Macauley, etc. There were one or two westernised and politically conscious individuals in Ijebu Remo who played
the role of champion and defender of the people’s rights.
But apart from being somewhat oppressive themselves, they were not quite so effective. The barriers between
the people and the white official were language, and the latter’s undisguised aloofness. The sources of the
people’s fear of him were his strange colour, his uncanny power to shoot people down at long range, and his
obvious unimpeachable authority.
There was the fear of the white man’s carriers and messengers who were a law unto themselves.
There was the fear of the local chieftains who were more or less the agents of the British Government, and
who, as a result, acquired new status, prestige and power.
*
The form and the system of government in Ijebu Remo, before the advent of British rule, were respectively
monarchical and gerontarchal. At the head of each town in Ijebu Remo, as in other parts of Yorubaland, there was
a king. Under British rule all the Yoruba kings were designated Obas, since there could only be one reigning
monarch at one and the same time in the Empire. The fact remains, however, that the English equivalent for
“Oba” is “King.”
Apart from the Oba, there are Chiefs in each town. It is the prerogative of the Oba, in consultation with his
Chiefs, to confer a chieftaincy title on any citizen who in his judgement possesses the necessary qualities. The
candidate for a chieftaincy title must be an outstanding person in the community, possessing good character and
integrity, and fairly well-to-do. It is a maxim among the Ijebus that “A rascal or a poverty-stricken person is not
qualified for a chieftaincy title.”
He must also have a reputation for tact and wise counsel. He must be of a very ripe age. The appointment of
educated, enlightened, well-to-do or prominent young persons as Chiefs is a modern innovation, and it is an
eloquent proof of the importance attached to western education and culture in present-day Yoruba society.
The affairs of each town were administered by the Oba and his Council of Chiefs, subject to such checks and
balances as were provided by the reactions of the populace to any given measure. In the days before British rule,
an unpopular Council would not remain long in office. In Ijebu, the younger elements under the Balogun would
attack the houses of the guilty Chiefs and completely destroy them. If the Oba was the guilty party, he would be
advised by the Chiefs to retire, and this might take one of two forms: suicide or voluntary exile.
Under British rule, these methods were no longer applicable, and as there were no popularly elected Councils
at the time, the Oba and Chiefs, instead of regarding themselves as being responsible to their people as before,
considered themselves responsible to the white man who in the view of the people was unapproachable as well as
unassailable and invincible. In due course, therefore, the word of the Oba and his Chiefs also became something
of a law. If they chose to be tyrannical there was nothing that anyone could do about it, unless there was an
educated or semi-educated person around to advise on and help in writing a petition to the white man.
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But it required a good deal of guts to write petitions criticising the Oba and his Chiefs. It was regarded by
many white men, then in the Administrative Service, as gross impudence bordering on sedition to write critical
letters, petitions, or remonstrances about an Oba. During the first five years of this century, two educated citizens
of Ijebu Remo who summoned up enough courage to call attention in a petition to what they regarded as glaring
cases of injustice and misrule on the part of one of the Remo Obas, were arrested, tried summarily, and sent to
gaol for some months for their impertinence.
*
There was the fear of innumerable gods, and of the medicine-men who claimed and were credited with all
manner of supernatural and magical powers.
Every natural phenomenon, like drought, unusual flood, or thunder, was attributable to the anger of one of the
gods.
Every serious ailment or disease or organic disorder like severe headache, ulcer, tuberculosis, elephantiasis,
barrenness, or mental malady, never happened to man save through the agency of an irate god or a malevolent and
offended medicine-man. Whenever someone had fallen on bad times, or was seriously ill, it had always been
because he had offended one or more of the gods or medicine-men in some inexplicable manner.
The well-known remedy in any one of these cases was the offering of sacrifices as prescribed by the medicineman who was the earthly accredited intermediary between a given god and mortal beings, supported by the taking
by the patient of an indiscriminate quantity of various assortments of herbal preparations and medicinal powder.
The newly converted Christians were in a quandary. They believed in one God as against a multiplicity of
gods; they believed that all the graven images or idols which they previously worshipped were nothing but the
blind, deaf and dumb things that they really are; they believed in Jesus Christ as a Saviour and Redeemer and as
an Intercessor between them and God; they believed also in hell with its brimstone and unquenchable fire; and in
short they believed in the Apostle’s Creed, and in as much of the teachings of Christ as were imparted to them.
But in spite of their belief, they suffered from serious ailments and diseases whose causes were unknown to
them, in the same way as the pagans. At best, they ascribed the cause in each instance to the work of Satan, whose
agents, according to them, the medicine-men were. They believed in the efficacy of certain herbs in the cure of
ailments and diseases, but their belief in this connection had not always been justified by results. They believed in
the potency of prayer.
*
In a society where most people did not have anything at all like a bath more than half-a-dozen times in a year,
the Christians were in a class by themselves. They cultivated the habit of having a really good bath, and of putting
on their best apparel, at least every Sunday. Christian men and women had to cooperate in maintaining the church
and the Mission House in a state of perfect cleanliness. This in its turn had some influence on the way the Christians looked after their own houses.
As time went on, the Christians looked cleaner because they lived more hygienic lives, and in consequence
many of them and their children became immune from some diseases like yaws. In this, they saw some evidence
of the triumph of their faith.
But as they still suffered from other diseases in the same manner as the pagans; as there were no hospitals and
trained doctors around; and as the medicine-men continued blatantly and garrulously to claim to possess the
power of dealing with such diseases, the occasions when the faith of a new Christian convert was shaken were
much more numerous than now.
They were, however, immensely sustained in their faith by the activities of the missionaries of those days.
These Christian missionaries were intrepid pioneers, and conscientious and selfless evangelists of a great doctrine. They reflected the spirit and teachings of Christ as much as any human being could, in their day-to-day con tact with their new flock. They lived more or less with the people, and conducted constant visitations. They cared
for the flock in sickness, helped them in times of trouble, and, through the instrumentality of the administrative
authorities, protected them against attacks or unnecessary buffetings and threats from the pagan elements.
In spite of the prevailing fears, therefore, I was made to realise quite early in life that Christianity was, of a
surety, superior in many respects to paganism.
*
Until I visited Abeokuta\fn{Capital of Ogun State} in 1921, I had thought that the white man was a superman. To
me, his colour symbolised delicacy innocence and purity, because it resembled very much the colour of Ikenne
children at birth. Why he remained white and we grew black beat my little imagination.
I don’t think I saw more than half-a-dozen white men before I went to Abeokuta. There was a Rev. G. Henry
Lester—a Wesleyan minister of religion. I saw him fairly often—on Empire Days and when, during my pupillage
at the Wesleyan School, Ikenne, he came there for inspection. There was a Rev. L. C. Mead—another Wesleyan
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minister. I saw him only once, but I vividly remember him. He came in the company of the Rev. Lester to inspect
our school.
On a number of occasions, I saw white officials who passed through Ikenne at different times. The first white
official I saw was carried in a hammock by two hefty Nigerians. His luggage was carried by a number of Nigerian
carriers. He was ministered unto by a number of messengers and police constables.
We were told that a white man used to sleep in the hammock in the course of the journey. But the one I saw did
have an open book on his chest whilst he was being carried through Ikenne. Presumably he had been reading the
book before he reached our town.
Almost all the little urchins in the town flocked around to have a glimpse of him. What a mighty man I thought
he was, so specially favoured by God to have a white skin and to occupy such a position of exalted superiority.
The second one I saw spent about two days in Ikenne. His tent was pitched in the market place. The children—
particularly school children—were there to have a look at him and his carriers, messengers, police constables and
interpreter.
A few days before his arrival, the Oba of Ikenne had caused a public proclamation to be made for firewood,
yams, chickens, water and other necessaries to be provided in plenty in the market place for the use of the Ajele
(Administrative Officer). Certain specified age-groups were saddled with the responsibility.
But apart from the Oba and his chiefs (aged people all of them) who must visit the Ajele to pay their respects,
no other adult or able-bodied person—man or woman—would dare to come too near to the Ajele, especially when
his carriers and messengers were about to depart, or when they were actually on their journey. It was the practice
for the messengers and carriers to impress anyone forcibly into the service of the Ajele as a relief for themselves.
Those who had the misfortune of falling into their hands had been forced to carry the Ajele’s luggage until the
messengers and carriers could get hold of other persons as substitutes, or until they were about to reach their des tination.
The forced carriers were entitled to neither money nor thanks for their labour. …
57.92 Excerpt from Shaihu Umar: “Exile”\fn{by Alhaji Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa (1912-1966) } Bauchi, Bauchi
State, Nigeria (M) 3
… Away back (began Shaihu Umar) I was a native of this country, but even so, I did not grow up and pass my
boyhood here. It was far away in the country of the Arabs that I grew up. Long long ago I was a native of a certain
country near Bida, and the name of our town was Kagara. My father was a tall light-skinned man whose craft was
leather-working. My mother was a native of Fatika.
Now when my mother was carrying me, my father died and left me an inheritance of six cows, three sheep,
and his riding mare. At this time the mare was in foal. All these things were handed over to my mother, who was
told to keep them until in God’s good time she should give birth, for they were the property of her son, since this
husband of hers had no other relatives to claim the inheritance.
So things went on until one day I was born, and I turned out to be a boy. Now when the naming day came
round, my mother had one of my rams caught and slaughtered, and the name of “Umar” was whispered in my ear.
Time passed until, when I was two years old (that is, the time for weaning), my grandmother on my father’s side
took me to wean me. I lived with her until the time came when my mother wanted to marry again. Then my
mother said to my grandmother:
“You know that apart from you, I have no relations in this town besides this boy, and now I want to marry.
What is more, many suitors have come forward to press their suit, saying that I must marry the one that I like best.
I have come to you for advice. So-and-so and so-and-so seek my hand, but up to now I have not made up my
mind which one I like best. I want first to hear what you have to say. Among them is a certain courtier, especially
close to the Chief, called Makau.”
When my grandmother heard the name of Makau among the suitors, she said:
“My daughter, indeed God has brought you great good fortune! When there is one with good eyesight, would
you marry a blind man? If you ask my advice, you should marry none save Makau. I know that he is a modest
man, who is in no way mean-minded, and certainly if you marry him your home will be a happy one.”
My mother accepted this advice. The next day the marriage ceremony was performed, and a day was appointed
upon which she was to move into her husband’s compound. When the time came my mother went to live in her
own hut, and I remained with my grandmother. I lived happily with my grandmother, and then one day a fatal
illness came upon her. When she realized that she was not to recover, she sent for my mother to warn her, saying:
“See now, I do not think that I shall rise again from this illness, so I want you to take this boy home with you,
because I do not want to see him cry even a single tear. It would make me very unhappy to see that.”
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My mother replied, “Very well.”
Shortly after we had left, my grandmother died. Many people assembled, prayers were said over her, and she
was laid in her grave.
*
When this was all over, I was living comfortably with my mother in Makau’s compound, when one day the
Chief had all his courtiers summoned. When they had assembled he said to them:
“The reason I have summoned you is this. I want you to make ready, and set out on a raid on my behalf to
Gwari country. I am in dire need, and therefore I want you to make haste to set out, in the hope that you will
return quickly.”
When the courtiers heard what the Chief had to say, they all went mad with joy. They were delighted, saying,
“Just give us half a chance, and we’ll be off!” The reason for their delight was because, as you know, on a raid
they would gain many cattle, and slaves as well. And then when they returned, the Chief would give them a part
of everything which they had won. Thus if a man were to capture three slaves, the Chief would take two of them,
and he would be allowed to keep one.
The reason for this raid that the Chief was planning, was that he wanted to obtain some slaves. Some he would
put with his own, and send to Kano so that clothes and saddlery might be bought and sent back to him, while
others he would send to Bida in order to procure muskets.
Among the horsemen whom the Chief had appointed as raiders was Makau. When the time came for their
departure, after the Chief had sought an auspicious hour from a certain malam, Makau came into his compound
and gathered his family together. He said to them:
“Now you know that I am going on a raid to Gwari country, and I do not know when I shall return. Whether I
shall be killed there, God knows best. For this reason I want to bid you all farewell, and I want you to forgive me
for all that I have done to you, for any man in this world, if you live with him, some day you are bound to cause
him unhappiness.”
His family all spoke up together:
“By God, you have never done anything to make us unhappy. We wish you a safe journey, and a safe return.”
Thereupon all of us burst out crying, so that none of us could hear the other!
The raiders all began to make ready, and in the early dawn they set out and made for the interior of Gwari
country. They continued until they reached a small pagan village on a rocky stronghold in the forest. On their
arrival in this place, they all dismounted from their horses, and lay down at the foot of some thick shady trees,
where no-one could see them. At this season the rains had begun to set in, and all the farmers were about to clear
their farms. Now there was no way that these pagans could sow a crop sufficient to feed them for a whole year, so
they had to come out of their towns and come down to the low ground to lay out their farms in the plain. Despite
this however, they were not able to tend their farms properly, for fear of raiders.
When the raiders reached the village they hid on the edge of the farms. Early in the morning, just before the
time of prayer, the pagans began to come out from their villages, making for their farms. The raiders crouched
silently, watching everything that they were doing. They held back until all the people had come out. Then, after
they had settled down to work, thinking that nothing would happen to them, the raiders fell upon them all at once,
and seized men and women, and even small children. Before the pagans had realized what was happening, the
raiders had already done the damage.
At once other pagans began to sally forth, preparing to fight to wrest back their brothers who had been captured. Af! Before they were ready, the raiders were far away. They started to follow them, but they had no chance
of catching them. Those in front got clean away, leaving their pursuers far behind.
When the raiders saw that they had escaped, they took to the high road, for, as you know, they would not have
followed the high road in the first place, lest the pagans should catch up with them. Then, when they got onto the
high road they made haste, each saying to his companion, “Come on, come on.” They kept on going until, by
God’s grace, they reached home safely. When they entered the town, each one made straight for the palace,
bringing with him his booty from the raid. All of them had at least two slaves, and there were some with three
slaves, and even some with four. Each of them presented before the Chief that which he had obtained. Except for
Makau. On his return, he had not gone by way of the palace, but had gone straight to his own compound. But this
was not with any deceitful intent.
*
When everybody was present, each one handed over what he had brought. Then the Chief said:
“Where is Makau? Was he perhaps killed out there, and you are hiding it from me?” The whole company
answered together:
“Oh no, God save your Majesty, but you know what men are like. As for us, we kept quiet right from the start,
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when we saw he was your favorite, so as to see how it would all turn out between you. For we well know that
anyone who is trusted, and betrays the trust, God will punish him, let alone in a case such as that of you and
Makau, to whom you have entrusted everything that you possessed. Let us now skin the monkey for you, right
down to its tail! In this whole town you will never find one who betrays your trust like this Makau. Why, it’s
Makau who shames you by revealing all your secrets to the common people, who you see, are giving themselves
airs now. Why, there is never a secret that you tell him that some of them don’t hear about. You know, from the
time that we set out on this raid until we returned, this fellow never ceased to abuse you, to such an extent that
Sarkin Zagi became angry and drew his sword, intending to strike off his head, until the Barde had to bid him
hold his hand. The reason that you do not see him here now is that he gone by way of his own compound, in order
to hide some of the slaves which he has acquired, for he capturned four, two young girls, and two boys, but one of
them is almost grown up. But of course, we don’t know, let’s just wait and see what he is going to bring.”
When the Chief heard their words he said:
“So that’s it, Makau has done well!”
Aafter a little while Makau approached with the two young slaves whom he had captured, entirely unaware of
what his fellow courtiers were plotting against him. Now these two slaves which he had brought were all that he
had ever obtained, and the story that he had captured four slaves was a fabrication of his enemies. As Makau
approached the gate of the palace, he saw from a distance the Chief seated outside, holding court. When the
courtiers saw him they began to say:
“Aha, there’s Makau coming with only two slaves, so he’s hidden the other two, has he?”
When Makau reached the Chief he prostrated himself in greeting, but the Chief did not reply. In the whole
company there was not one who said as much as a single word to him. Each one just kept staring at him, and his
rivals were overjoyed, as though they had been given hump to roast!
After a little while the Chief said:
“Makau, is it only now that you have arrived?” He replied:
“No, God save your Majesty, I went by way of my compound, so as to tether my horse and change my clothes,
before coming to your presence.” The Chief said:
“I see, and how many slaves did you get?” Makau said:
“Two.” The Chief said:
“Right. Are you sure you only got two? Do you agree that if I investigate and find that it was not two that you
got, I should do to you whatever I like?” Makau said:
“Most certainly, I agree.”
When they had finished this exchange, the Chief called the Sarkin Zagi and asked him:
“How many slaves is it that Ma:kau brought back from the raid?”
Now all along the Sarkin Zagi had been waiting eagerly for this to happen, and he said:
“Four slaves, but he only entered the city with two, because he sold the other two on the road to a caravan of
Kano people who were going to fetch locust-bean cake for Bauci.” The Chief said:
“So, do you hear that, Makau?” Makau replied:
“God save your Majesty, 1 have nothing more to say, for these people have already told so many lies that there
is nothing more that I can tell you that you will believe.”
Then the Chief became enraged, and sent the courtiers off and gave them permission to go and ransack
Makau’s compound, ordering them not to leave him a single thing, even if only a sleeping mat, The courtiers went
and stripped his compound to the ground, even the grass with which the roofs of the huts were thatched, all was
stripped. He had some cattle in a little village near the town, and there and then someone was sent to fetch them,
Now when they went to bring back these cattle of Makau’s, they included mine, which my father had left me as an
inheritance, and also my sheep, and my mare, and her foal. After they had completely finished this pillage they
gathered up the property and took it to the Chief. When it was brought Makau rose and said to the Chief:
“God save your Majesty, I beg you, among this property there are some things which do not belong to me,
such as this mare and her foal, the sheep, and some cattle. These things belong to a certain boy, an orphan, whose
mother I married. I beg you, take out this orphan’s property and restore it to him.”
On hearing this the courtiers all spoke at once:
“Aha, you hear, there he goes with those lies of his again! How do you come to be making out that you’ve got
an orphan’s property in your keeping? May God save your Majesty, he’s lying. This property of the orphan that
he’s talking about, it’s not in his keeping at all, it’s in the keeping of the boy’s mother and she knows what she has
done with it.” (At this time I was a small boy, hardly able to talk properly, much less could I understand what was
happening. When they ransacked the compound, all I knew was that my parents were weeping.)
Then and there, without making any inquiries at all, the Chief accepted what the courtiers told him. After it
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was finished, he said to Makau:
“So, you see, this is the reward which you get from God for having betrayed my trust, after I had trusted you.
Now I have nothing more to say to you; what has been done to you is sufficient. After this, as long as I am Chief
in this town, I will not permit you to remain in it. And so I shall banish you to somewhere far away, not under my
jurisdiction. However, I will not forbid you to take your family with you. Anyone of your wives, if she loves you,
let her follow you, and you can go together. But if she does not love you, then you must leave her behind.” Makau
said:
“God save your Majesty. I hear and I obey. But I beg you, in the majesty of your kingship, allow me a few days
here to obtain certain provision to eat on the road, for as you know, I am now going to an unfamiliar place.”
The Chief raised his head for a time. Then he answered Makau, saying that he agreed, but that he would give
him four days only, to make ready for his exile.
Makau thanked him, got up, came back to his compound, and gathered all his family together, old and young,
male and female, and said to us:
“Well now, you have seen how God has decreed that this thing should happen to me. The Chief has said that I
must leave his country, but he will allow me to take with me any wife who wishes to follow me, and in addition
he has said that I must leave this town within four days. Now what I want to say is this, if any woman among you
is sure in her heart that she can bear to follow me, well and good, let her come.”
His whole family burst into tears together, saying, “By God, we swear that even if it be no other country on
earth that you are bound for, even if it be the next world, if it is possible to accompany you there, we shall
accompany you.”
Makau asked us thrice, according to the law, but not one of us changed his mind. …
57.99 Excerpt from Kinsman And Foreman: “The Invitation”\fn{by Timothy Mofolorunso Aluko (1918Oshun State, Western Nigeria, Nigeria (M) 3

)}

Ilesha,

… Titus was cross with his mother and he told her so.
“How many times will I tell you that if you want to come and see me you should send someone to tell me. I’ll
come to fetch you in my car. Do you have to walk from one end of the town to the other to get to me here at the
Government Reservation? And now you are soaking wet.”
His mother in her turn was cross with him.
“Whenever I come to you, you scold me as if I’m a little child of yesterday. I’m not. If it was not important for
me to come, I would not have come. And do I complain to you that I’m tired of walking? It’s my feet and not
yours that I use—why do you have to complain?”
She paused to concentrate on the important business of unstrapping an infant from her back. It clung for
security to the part of her buba round her bosom. She succeeded in depositing it on the floor. It took immediate
possession of its new kingdom and crawled all over the place. It had no clothes on whatsoever.
Titus followed the baby round with a disapproving eye.
“Whose child is it, Mother?”
“The child of Rachel, the daughter of your father’s elder sister. You remember her; she was at the thanksgiving
service.” Deborah was in the habit of measuring dates and describing people from the time of the thanksgiving
service and the attendance at the thanksgiving service.
“But look at that, Mother. See what a mess the baby has made on the floor,” Titus cried in anger.
The baby had first urinated on the carpet and then had proceeded to play with the mess.
“But, Titus, why must you be angry that a baby has done this? Does it know any better—does it know that it is
wrong?”
“I don’t care what it knows and what it does not know. I want you to take it away from here, now.”
“Did you not do worse when you were a child?”
He opened his mouth and without saying a thing snapped it shut in anger.
She smiled in triumph, and proceeded to press home her obvious advantage.
“Is it not the prayer of everybody that he may have the good fortune of having a child tliat will both urinate
and evacuate its bowels on his clothes and on his mat? And when you have settled down sufficiently and Bola has
come back from the white man’s country too and you are both married, will you not pray to have a child like this
that will urinate and vomit all over the house?”
“No,” he said in monosyllabic finality.
“My God, Titus,” she cried in anguish. “You must not curse yourself. You will have a child. You will have not
just one but several children. And I am going to tend them all on this back of mine.”
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“Yes, I pray I’ll have children, but not the sort we are talking about now. Not one without a napkin on. And tell
me now what the important matter is that has brought you here.”
“This letter,” she said. She untied the knot at one corner of her head-tie. She brought out a crumpled envelope
which she handed to him. He frowned; he noticed that half the address on the envelope had been rendered
illegible by water. He tore it open and brought out the sheet of paper inside.
“Pastor and Foreman told me it is very important,” she said as he began to read the note. “So I decided to bring
it myself.”
Very important, sure enough. Addressed to Titus Oti, Esq., B.Sc. (Eng.) (London), it was from the Harvest
Committee of All Souls Church. It said that the Committee had unanimously elected him to be the Chief Opener
at the Bazaar Sale that year. They were writing him formally to acquaint him with this decision. The Committee
would be calling on him at his convenience to discuss details. The note ended with a reminder of the good things
that the Lord of the Harvest had in store for those who contributed generously to both the Harvest and the Bazaar.
She noticed the frown on his face.
“What has Pastor written in the letter, Titus?”
“He and his Harvest Committee want me to open the Bazaar Sales.”
“They want you to open the Bazaar Sales!” she echoed. “That is going to be serious. I don't want you to be
exposed to the glare of the public yet, Titus.”
Titus shared her anxiety. For once mother and son appeared to agree.
“When women who are older than I see you performing this very important function they will be jealous,
because their own sons are not as important as my son. That is why I am anxious. I am afraid of witches and evildoers.”
Titus listened to her, but said nothing.
“But we must accept the invitation since it has something to do with the church”—she appeared to be having
second thoughts. “If we don’t, they will think we are running away from spending money. We must begin to
prepare for it now.”
“What do we prepare—and how many of us?” he asked, staring at the baby who at that time was laying waste
everything movable in its path.
“Well, must we not begin to prepare for it now? Is it not going to cost money, much money?”
“About how much?”
“Can you do it for less than £30? When your kinsman, the Foreman, did it last year he opened it with more
than that. He spent about £40.”
“More than £30! Where did he get the money from?” he asked without really expecting her to give the answer.
“He is quite rich, Titus. And you too will soon be rich. You both do the same work and people who do this
work have plenty of money. Everyone say so. And I know it’s true.”
“But, Mother, I don’t want you to talk like this,” he stopped her. “I have no money, and I’m going to be honest.
I’m not going to steal any money, to please anyone. If the Church people want £30 from me for opening Bazaar
Sales, they will be disappointed. I just haven’t got it.”
“But, Titus, you mustn’t talk like that. You mustn’t let down the family. We shall find the money.”
“And please pick up the child, Mother. It’s messed up the floor enough. Thomas has brought some food for
you. Drink the Ovaltine. It will do you good. After that I’ll drive you back home. How’s my great-aunt today?”
“She is well. But people of her age die without warning—without being ill. So you must begin to put money
aside now for the funeral expenses.”
“Money for Bazaar Sales! Money for funeral expenses! Money for this, money for that. Christ in heaven! It’s
nothing but money, money, and yet more money ever since I came back from England!”
“Titus!”
*
On the drive back to his mother’s home Titus pondered the problem of money and allied matters. Before he left
England he had been told at the Colonial Office that his salary on arrival in Nigeria would be forty-two pounds
ten shillings a month. He and Bola had thought that that was a reasonably good salary and that he should be able
to save at least twelve pounds ten shillings out of this every month. Surely one pound a day was sufficient to live
on.
He had been back from England five months now. And in every one of these five months there had been
demands on his purse. One pound a day had not been sufficient to live on at all. What really made the cost of
living higher than he expected was the extra expenses of a cook-steward, Thomas. He paid him four pounds a
month; but he made nearly as much again on the purchases he made at the market and in pilfering. He resented
intensely Deborah’s attempts to take over the buying of foodstuffs for her son. In this he was well supported by
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his master! Finally, Titus himself ate only a mere fraction of the food Thomas cooked. Thomas saw to it that more
than enough was cooked—the rest being eaten by him and his tribal brothers.
“Look out, look out,” his mother shouted in panic.
He saw it, nearly too late, and swerved sharply to the left bringing the car to a screeching stop mere inches
short of a telegraph pole on the off-side of the road. He had narrowly avoided a head-on collision with a lorry. He
had mistaken the oncoming vehicle for a motorcycle because it had only a single headlamp, which the driver had
not dipped. It was at the last minute that the “motorcycle” had suddenly materialized into a lorry—with neardisastrous consequences.
“Jesu! Jesu!” Deborah cried in fright.
Titus climbed out of his car, fuming. The driver of the lorry had stopped. He too came out, and shouted:
“Why won’t you drive carefully? You nearly ran into my lorry.”
“You must be mad, you senseless idiot,” Titus answered him, shaking with rage and from the shock of the
averted accident.
“Don’t you call me an idiot, I tell you,” the driver cried. “And don’t you tell me I’m mad. There is no madness
in my family history. You appear to be a big man. This is the only reason why I refrain from calling you mad
yourself.”
“Why on earth don’t you have both headlights working properly?”
“The other one is not working. The mechanic tried to get it working but it just wouldn’t work. And what am I
to do, Mother?” he appealed to Deborah as if to say: I know you are his mother or his aunt but this case here is so
straightforward that even you, his relative, cannot but agree that I’m right and he is wrong! “What can I do? Can I
pluck out one of my eyes to fix it on the lorry, can I? I tell you I will not. Not even if my master pays me ten
pounds a month.”
“You are talking rubbish,” Titus said helplessly. “Absolute rubbish. You’ve broken the law.”
“Don’t you start abusing me again, I warn you.”
“Let us go now,” Deborah entreated. The driver continued:
“Yours is not the first car that I have met on this journey. I tell you all the others had not made the bad mistake
of thinking that I was a motorcycle; only amateur drivers cannot tell the sounding of a motor-car engine from that
of a motorcycle’s.”
“Do let us go, Titus,” his mother again pleaded. He wasn’t getting anywhere. The rascal was unrepentant.
“I want to see your licence,” Titus demanded.
“You don’t need to see my licence. Everyone knows my vehicle in Ibadan and in Lagos. Safe Journey. Write it
down in your book and go and report me to the police. Who makes you a policeman, anyway?”
The man climbed into the driver’s seat and started to fumble with its controls.
The crowd that had gathered round both of them persuaded Titus to break up the argument and go his way. The
lorry was not a local one and no one knew the driver. One of the men told him that drivers belonged to a breed
that did not care for anyone, not even for engineers. Except, of course, the policeman. They feared police-men,
with good reason!
*
Later on that evening a little girl from the Oti household delivered a letter at the vicarage. After reading it a
second time the Rev. Morakinyo sent for both Pa Joel and Simeon Oke. To both of them he read out Titus’s letter
first in English before translating it into Yoruba for the benefit of the old man:
I am writing to thank you and through you the members of the Harvest Committee for inviting me to open the
Bazaar Sales on 27 May next.
I have given much consideration to this. While appreciating the great honor done me I have reluctantly come to the
conclusion that I have to decline it for reasons I shall now endeavor to explain.
I understand that this role is usually played by an influential member of the Church who usually donates a
respectable sum of money, thereby setting a good example for the supporters and the generality of the church members
at the ceremony to follow. The truth is that, as it is only five months since I came back from England, my financial
position is still quite bad and I shall be unable to make a donation worthy of a chairman.
I also consider that it will be better practice not to choose a young man for this role. I respectfully suggest therefore
that the Committee should now look round for someone else who in age and affluence and, above all, in Christian piety
is more deserving of the honor.
I enclose herewith a check for two guineas as my own contribution to the Bazaar.
I wish you and your Committee every success.

After he had translated the letter to Pa Joel, the vicar folded it and put it back in the envelope. He puffed at his
pipe. Pa Joel spoke:
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“I do not believe Titus wrote it, Pastor.” He stretched out his hand to Rev. Morakinyo. The latter handed the
envelope to the old man. He drew out of it the sheet of paper and purred at it.
Simeon chuckled.
“Why are you staring at the paper as if you can read it? You should say whatever you have to say to this
serious matter now that Pastor has read out the letter from Engineer.”
“It is a very serious matter, Pastor. I do not believe that the sons of my nephew Samuel could write those words
that you have read to my ear this evening, Pastor. I do not believe it, Pastor.”
“I thought I should bring it to your notice, Elder, and to yours, Brother Simeon, before I summon a meeting of
the Harvest Committee.”
All three were silent. Pa Joel’s bald head shone in the little light of the kerosene lamp on the table. He coughed
preparatory to his next observation:
“These young men! There is no limit to what they will do. Not only has he brought shame to our family and to
the memory of his father, he now thinks that he knows better than the members of the Harvest Committee by
teaching them how to go about their business. Pastor, is it not every year that we form a Committee to organize
the harvest and the Bazaar?”
Pastor Morakinyo puffed at his pipe rapidly and nodded his head rapidly to signify assent.
“Have we not been doing it this way long before Titus was born? It is you I blame for suggesting his name at
all.”
“But all the Committee thought that he is the most suitable person,” Simeon said. “Look, Pa, the important
thing is for you to speak to him. He will not refuse you. Speak to him and tell him to reconsider the matter.”
Pastor Morakinyo puffed at his pipe rapidly. He nodded his head rapidly.
“Speak to him? I shall order him to do it. That's what I shall do. He may have been to the white man’s country.
He may have been to Jerusalem in heaven. He is still Titus. And I am going to tell him that. If he insists on
bringing dishonor to the family, and disgrace to the memory of his father, I shall have nothing to do with him.
Simeon, we go. And, Pastor, please do not be vexed with him. He is only a small boy. That’s what he is. Leave
him to me. I shall knock some sense into his head.”
*
Pa Joel did not succeed in his determination to knock sense into the head of Titus. There were angry scenes
between the old man and the young rebel. There were angry scenes between Deborah and her erring son. At each
scene between Pa Joel and Titus and between mother and son, Simeon was present; cool, saying little but leave no
doubt as to which side he supported.
But Titus stood his ground. He had paid two guineas towards the Harvest Fund and he was not going to pay a
penny extra. As for being the chief opener at the Bazaar he would have nothing whatever to do with it.
After a final family meeting a compromise was announced to the world.
Engineer Titus and the whole family appreciated very much the honor done to them by the church congregation in considering Titus suitable for performing the most important function at the Bazaar. Titus had, however,
decided to transfer this great honor to the dearly respected head of the family Pa Joel Tobatele. Unfortunately
Titus himself would be away, on the day, as he would be having important consultations with the Director of
P.W.D. in Lagos. But both his mother, Sister Deborah, and his kinsman, Brother Simeon Oke, would be there to
support the head of the family.
120.100 The Girl Named Black Beniseed: A Folktale\fn{by Kune Aya (1919northeastern Nigeria (F) 1

)}

Kaltungo, Gombe State,

There was a grown-up girl. She refused every man, who proposed to her. Her name was Black Beniseed.
Lingding proposed to her and she agreed. After she had agreed he came again and asked her to come to the
wedding, and they went. Then he showed her his house.
She then went and fetched some water and put it in the house. She swept the house and did some grinding.
The husband returned and saw that the house had been swept. He went out, brought back the sweepings and
spread them out again in the house.
She asked him what was it? He told her not to sweep.
Then she prepared some food.
After preparing a sweet soup, he put it aside. He told her to make a bad soup for him. She made one, and he ate
it.
They were sleeping together, and she conceived a child. After the pregnancy she gave birth to a female child.
After the girl had been born they continued to live in his dirty house.
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One day she asked herself why she should live in such a filthy house. Thereafter he went out and went to the
farm. Why should she live in such a filthy house? She ad better go away.
When she went out, she set off and walked, and walked, and walked. On her way she saw some people
harvesting millet. The people asked Black Beniseed where she was going. She sang:
Leave me alone.
Lingding passed here,
Lingding took my bag,
Lingding saw the witchcraft,
Lingding saw my vagina with too much hair.

Then the people told her to continue on her way, and she went on.
On her way she saw some people harvesting some groundnuts. The people asked Black Beniseed where she
was going. She sang:
Lingding passed here,
Lingding took my bag,
Lingding saw my vagina with too much hair.

Then the people told her to continue her way.
She walked, and walked, and walked. She walked until she was tired, and both child and mother were thirsty.
On the way she saw a palm-tree and told it:
“Bend down so that I might enter.”
It refused.
On the way she saw a palm-tree and told it,
“Come down so that I might enter.”
It refused. It did not want Lingding to come and see her here; so it refused.
She continued walking and came near the place with her house. There she saw another palm-tree and said to it:
“Palm-tree, palm-tree, if you are a good sister to me, come down!”
And the palm-tree bent down.
Now she climbed into it with her child. and she saw a bird. She asked it to come, and it came. She asked it
what it would say if it went home for her. The bird said that if it went home for her it would say swik, swik, swik.
She said,
“All right, pointed-beak, go away!”
When she saw another bird, she asked it to come, and it came. She asked it what it would say if it went home
for her. It said that if it went home for her it would say, swik, swik, swik. She said:
“All right, pointed-beak, go away!”
She saw another bird. She asked it to come, and it came. She asked it what it wouls say if it went home for her.
It said that if it went home it would say:
“Black Beniseed is in a palm-tree, Black Beniseed is in a palm-tree.”
She was pleased and told the bird to go to a tall tree where her parents’ house was. When it went there, it
should say:
“Black Beniseed is in a palm-tree.”
She also told the bird to drop her bag if the people began throwing stones at it. She then gave it her bag. When
it arrived it alighted on the parents’ house. It started singing:
“Black Beniseed is in a palm-tree, Black Beniseed is in a palm-tree.”
The father stood up. He said that he was sad about the death of his daughter and that he had not yet gotten over
the sadness, and now in addition it had sung the name of his daughter. When he took a stone, the bird dropped the
bag. After dropping the bag it flew away.
The people started running after the bird. When they arrived they saw Black Beniseed in the palm-tree.
Everyone shouted that she should come down.
She asked them if she had climbed up by her own strength? She told them to return home and make bread,
make porridge, and make cake. Everything that is needed they should go and prepare it, and they went home and
prepared what she had told them to prepare.
When they were finished they brought the things. She told them to offer sacrifices to the palm-tree, and they
offered it. After they had offered it, the palm-tree came down.
Then they brought her, one person took the child and another took her. The people began dancing and running
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home. That day there was much dancing all over the place.
120.102 The Marriage Of The Chief’s Daughter: A Folktale\fn{by Bimo Umaru aka Bimo Aya (c.1919- )} Kaltungo,
Gombe State, northeastern Nigeria (F) 1
There was once a king who had begotten children. He got up and said, his child, he called out to all and said,
the people of the land should all gather.
The people of the land assembled. When the people had gathered, he went there and said: he who kills
something for him, let him kill a crow, he who catches a crow shall marry his daughter.
There was a man whose name was Kayo. He said to himself, he has got a goat, but not a wife. How, then,
should he proceed?
After that he killed his goat and dug a hole. After he had dug the hole, he skinned the goat and spread the hide
over the opening. When he had spread out the goat hide, a crow came and sat down on the opening and began to
peck.
Then the hide sank into the hole. Kayo covered it and caught the crow. Then he set out along the way to the
king’s house, to the place of marriage.
There arose a violent thunderstorm.
Then he entered into a homestead in which a blind man lived. When he swat with the blind man, the voice of
the crow sounded pubuk, whereby it shook its body. Then the blind man said:
“What is that?”
He said, it was his crow and he was going to the king.
Because the blind man already had heard of it, what the king had proclaimed, he said he should give it to him.
Kayo gave it to the blind man. Then he took Kayo’s crow, stood up and put it under his arm.
Finally it stopped raining.
Then Kayo said to the blind man that he would go now. He should give him his crow.
The blind man said: what? He (Kayo) ran in because of the rain, and the crow too ran in because of the rain.
He had run in because of the rain, and the crow too had run in because of the rain, so it was his crow.
He (Kayo) wants to snatch it.
He set out for the journey and assembled the people. He journeyed to the king of a certain community and
narrated what had happened.
The people said to him: It is the blind man’s crow. He had run in because of the rain, and the crow too had run
in because of the rain.
The journey led him to the places of all kings, but he did not succeed.
The blind man married the king’s daughter.
Kayo did not get, so he remained without a wife.
76.192 Excerpt from The Treacherous Queen And The King In The Bush Of Quietness: My Second Journey\fn
{by Amos Tutuola (1920-1997)} Abeokerta, Ogun State, Nigeria (M) 6
… It was hardly nine o’clock of the third night when the people of my village came to my house to enjoy the
entertainment of my second adventure. All sat as usual and everyone was served with one keg of palm-wine. But
this third night, they brought with them some drums, horns and many other of the native musical instruments,
because we were badly disappointed about the musical instruments the first night. Then I sat on my usual old
armchair in front of them. As the moon was shining and the cool breeze of that dry season was blowing very
quietly. Then after everyone had drunken of his or her palm-wine and I put fire in my smoking pipe, I first
addressed the people: “You see, my people, my motto this night is that this world is not equal. So all my
adventures were not the same. One who has head has no money to buy hat and one who has money to buy hat has
no head on which to put it. But my people, please put it in your minds as from this night that under this sun, there
is nobody who is above temptation. So this night, I am going to tell you about a treacherous queen who had not
pleased with all money that her husband, the king, had been giving to her. Please listen well.”\fn{ So the text; but we
are not to assume grammatical or printing errors. Tutuola’s books were deliberately written in this idiosyncratic style of English .}
Then with one voice my people shouted that they are listening to me. So after they drank some palm-wine and
then sang and danced for a while, I started to relate the story of my second adventure as follows:
“After a few months that I had returned from my first journey in which I had been changed into an image for
the period of two years. I thought over one midnight that although, I had met much difficulties, etc., in my first
journey, but yet, I had not experienced it as much as of those old people. Because if an old man tells all his
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difficulties, hardships, losses, etc., which he had met before he become old. Many young men would prefer to die
while young just to avoid these things. Therefore, if I gave up my adventures this time, it would be shameful to
me. So for that reason, in the following morning, I invited almost all the people of the village to my father’s
house. After the drinks were served, then I announced loudly that I would start my second journey the following
morning. So all the old men among the people praised me greatly for my bravery and after that the whole
gathering wished me good luck before they went back to their houses after many songs were sung and drums were
beaten.
“In the following morning, I took one gun, hunting-bag, machete\fn{ Spelt matchet in the text; this spelling is not in the
dictionary.} and some yams and then I bade my father and mother good-bye before I left the village. But my junior
brother, Alabi, did not follow me this time. I told him to stay at home to be taking care of them. I traveled more
than two weeks before I reached a town. That town was not so big but almost all the inhabitants were rich, so this
made me to stop my journey there.
“When I was escorted to the king, I explained to him that I was finding wealths about. But he laughed at me
first before he said that I would get what I wanted from him provided I could help him to find out his lost prince
for him. But I asked with wonder whether his prince had been kidnapped, disappeared or lost. He explained to me
that he could not say what had happened to him because one morning, when he went to the town in which his
prince lived, there was nothing found, there were no houses and people as before, all had been disappeared, but
there was a fearful quiet bush instead. That king explained to me further that since that time, he heard nothing
about his prince or the people of that town.
“Having told me the story of his prince, the food and drink were brought and I dined and drank together with
him. In the following morning, I took my gun, hunting-bag and my machete and then I told the king to take me to
the spot of the disappeared town. Without a word, he followed me and we traveled more than ten miles before we
reached the spot of the disappeared town at about one o’clock p.m. When he showed the spot to me, he returned to
his town at the same time and then it remained I alone in that quiet bush.
“Having traveled far away in it, I stopped, I made the fire near a tree, I roasted some yams and ate them. After
that I stood up and continued to roam about, just to find out what had happened to the prince, etc. But after a
while, I stopped near a big tree just to listen to the cries of the doves because I liked to know the time or the hour
of the day. But of course, there was no any voice of a bird or any living creature was heard. In that quiet bush,
there was no single living creature, even there were no ants or flies, and again, to my fear, all of the trees were
stood still as if there was no breeze or air. Everything was very quiet in a terrible way so that I was always
shocked with fear every moment.
“Anyhow, I was still traveling deeply into this bush of quietness until when the darkness disallowed me to see.
Then when I could not see, I stopped, I lay down as I was thinking about the disappearance of the prince and his
wife, etc. It was not so long when I fell asleep when I began to dream. And it was not so long when I was
dreaming when I saw that I was in a big town. I saw many people and the prince that they were in great severe
punishment. Some could not walk while some were walking about in that disappeared town but with much
difficulties. Having seen them in my dream like that, I was so feared that I attempted to go away from that bush so
that I might not be one of them. But as I attempted to go away, one of the people held my arm and then he was
dragging me back.
“As I was trying to take my arm back from him and I was unable to do so, I shouted with fear: ‘Leave my arm
and let me go away from this town!’ But as I shouted with fear, I woke and that time was about twelve o’clock in
the night. Then I stood up and rubbed my eyes with palm. But hardly walked to a short distance from that spot
when I began to hear that a person was bitterly groaning from a long distance.
“Without fear, I started to find the person who was groaning like that about in the darkness. And I did not go
far when I was seeing a big house in front. When I went nearer to it, I saw that a dim ray of light was penetrated to
the outside through one of the windows. Then I went to that window with fear, I peeped in but I could not see
anything in that house except the bitter groan of a person which was hearing. Again, I held my gun ready on my
shoulder while I held the machete ready with the right hand, then I walked cautiously to the main gate of the
house which had no door and I peeped in as I dangled my right foot on that entrance. But yet, I did not see
anything in there except the flame of a native mud lamp which I saw far away in one of the rooms at the extreme
left. That lamp was dimly burning with the palm-oil.
“As I still dangled my right foot on the door, I noticed that the main gate had a portico which resembled that of
an ancient palace of the olden days king. Several images like that of the lions, tigers, deers, antelopes, monkeys,
crocodiles, lizards, m,en, women, etc. were carved on that portico from bottom to top. But some parts of them had
been washed away by the rains and all together with the portico were very old. In the veranda, there were several
sprouts of the small trees. The frames, roof, ceiling, etc. were nearly eaten off by the white ants. Chairs, stools,
302

benches, mats and tables were so old that they had fallen and scattered all over the veranda. Several insect moulds
were seen everywhere. Again I notice d that this house had a very big and square premises which resembled that
of the premises of the ancient palace. There were many shrines of the god of smallpox, god of thunder, god of
iron, god of river, etc. which had been worshipped from a long time. So all these things showed me that this house
was the palace of a powerful king before. But what had happened to the king who had been living in there, I could
not say yet.
“But as the groan of a person was still hearing more terribly from the extreme right of the house, so I entered
and I was walking very cautiously along on the veranda to the extreme right. It was so I was walking along with
great fear until when I came to a large room. Then I stopped and peeped in and to my surprise and fear, I saw one
man who lay on the floor. One big mud lamp which was burning with the palm-oil was in a little distance in front
of him, one old chair which had been damaged by the insects was in the right corner of that room. One of its four
legs had been broken off and this made it to lean against that corner.
“But to my surprise, that man did not see me when I entered the room, stood before him and I was listening to
his groan. Of course, with fear, I noticed that he had been a very beautiful man before. He was forty-five years
old, his beard and moustache had over-grown and were touching his breast so these showed me that he was lay
down there from a long time. His body was full of sores which were caused by whip and pieces and splits of whip
were lying all over that room.
“As he was groaning loudly and continuously as if he was put in the fire and as his pains were so much that he
could not see me. So I walked cautiously nearer to him, I leaned my gun on my waist, I hung my machete back to
my shoulder and then I clapped hands very quietly. He was first startled with fear as if I were the person who was
giving him the pains, then he lifted up head very slightly as if it was tied to the floor and then he hesitated to hear
what I came in to tell him. But as fear and wonder did not allow me to say one word that moment, so he rested his
head back on the usual place and continued to groan as loudly as before. My hope was that he would sit up or
stand up if he heard my claps, but he could not do neither of these things.
“Having listened again for a while, with a quiet voice, I asked: ‘Hello! How? But what is happening to you,
which is so much painful that you are groaning repeatedly as if you are in the fire?’ Then he tried all his beast and
lifted up his head a bit, he breathed out heavily with grief and with a harsh and sorrowful voice, he replied: ‘Yes,
you are quite right to ask such a question from me. But if you know my grievances you would not be surprised to
hear my groan.” But when I heard his voice which showed me that he would be able to explain his grievances to
me, and that he was willing to, I walked to the corner, I leaned my gun after that I dragged that old chair, which
had three legs, before him. But as I was sitting on it, I fell down and the chair itself fell apart, because I had
forgotten that its fourth leg had been broken off. Therefore I stood up, I supported it with that leg and then I could
sit on well.
“Again, I asked quietly: ‘Please, tell me all your grievances probably I may be able to help you.’ And then after
he had breathed out heavily with grief and hesitated for a while, he started to relate his story to me: ‘I was the
king of this palace (the house in which I met him) and my father is a powerful and kind king in his town which is
about ten miles away from here. During the time that I was the king of this town (the quiet bush in which that
house was), I married one wife. She is very beautiful and in respect of this, I loved her so wholeheartedly that I
told her every one of my secrets. Not knowing she is a powerful treacherous woman who has also supernatural
power.
“‘But as she noticed that I preferred to drink the drinks such as palm-wine, guinea corn-wine, bamboo-wine,
etc. every night, before I slept. So not knowing that my wife had one kind of a powerful juju which she used to
put in the drinks before she was bringing it to me to drink. That juju was to make me t sleep and not to wake till
when the cocks crowed in the morning or I would not be able to wake from the sleep for several days if cocks
were failed to crow. Alas, I did not know or outwit this beautiful clever wife that she was mixing up my drinks
with juju before bringing it to me and she did so for many years successfully.
“‘But one midnight, as I sat in my beautiful armchair to rest for a few minutes, and as I kept very quietly as if I
was sleeping. Then my attendants who thought that I had slept and as they noticed that my wife had gone to
somewhere in the town, started to lament. One said to the others, “It is a pity indeed, that our master (king) does
not suspect his wife yet, that she is mixing up his drinks every night with a powerful juju!” The second lamented:
“I wonder! But the juju powder is so powerful that when our master drinks it will fall asleep at the same time and
will not be able to wake by himself if cocks do not crow in the morning!” Then a third lamented: “Very
wonderful! I had noticed too that immediately our master had slept last night, the woman went out but she
returned as soon as the cocks had started to crow!” And the fourth asked from the rest: “By the way, what is she
going out to do every midnight?” The rest suggested: “Perhaps, she is going out to sleep with another man!”
“‘Again, the first attendant asked: “If she is going to sleep with another man. Is that man richer than our
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master, the king? And that means that man is giving her more money than the king!” The fifth said angrily: “An
ordinary man can never give her enough money like our master. But of course, women are never satisfied. …”
And the fourth suggested: “Is it possible to tell our master the secret of his wife?” But the rest shook heads and
said: “No!” Here my attendants stopped when my wife entered.
“‘Thus my attendants had lamented about me without knowing that I did not sleep but I had put all they had
said about my wife in mind. In the night, when I was ready to go to bed, she brought my drinks as usual. But as
soon as she had left he room I threw it away and then I pretended as if I had drunken it. After that I lay on my bed
and pretended as well as if I had slept. After a while she came back, she examined the tumblers just to make sure
whether I had drunken it. When she saw that all the tumblers were empty, she quenched the light of the room and
then she lay on the bed with me. And it was not so long when I had pretended to be asleep when she stood up. She
walked to her cupboard, she opened it and took out the best of her dresses such as gold beads, rings, headgear,
clothes, etc. Then she dressed up as if she was going to marry that night and after that she took out one covered
calabash from the cupboard.
“‘When she removed the cover of it, I saw that one white creature like a small bird flew out and perched on top
of that cupboard. After she had put the calabash back in the cupboard and closed it back. She held the bird with
right hand above head, she faced my bed and then started to say wisperly: “Let not this foolish and hopeless man,
who calls himself the king of this town, wake till when the cocks start to crow when I shall return.”
“‘After that she opened one of the windows and said to the bird again: “Let you fly out now and be driving
away all the dangers and evils of the road before I come.” Having commanded it like that, she released it and then
it flew away. After that she walked to the door of the room, opened it and walked out to the sitting-room. Again
she opened the door of the sitting-room which led to the main door. When she opened it and walked to the outside
and I heard when she slammed it heavily, I stood up, I hastily dressed up in my big black garment. I put on my
native trousers and black cap. Then I took my sword from the rack near my bed. I hung it on the shoulder and
spread the garment over it, then I followed her.
“‘It was so she was going alone as quickly as she could in the rays of the moon and I was following her just to
know where she was going that midnight. Having traveled far away, she came to the market which was at the
outskirt. In the center of the market, I saw one well-dressed man who stood in the rays of the moon and was
waiting for her. Then she went to that man and she embraced him. But the man snatched himself from her and he
grumbled: “It should have been better if you have told me that you would not be able to come in time!” But as I
hid myself in the dark stall which was near them, I saw my wife when she held that man again, knelt before him
and started to beg him: “Oh, my lover, don’t be annoyed with me, because it was not my fault for keeping late
behind. But I had been waiting for that foolish man (myself) who called himself my husband, to sleep and he had
not slept in time! Therefore, don’t be annoyed with me, my lover!” and she kissed the man.
“‘As both were doing like that, my wife began to tell all my secrets to that man. Having left that, both started
to abuse me so much that they bursted into a great laughter at a time as they embraced themselves. Having seen
them like that and heard all they said about me, I became so annoyed that I took my sword out of its sheath. I
rushed against them and I cut the man on the waist suddenly. As he was falling down my wife escaped for her life
at once. Then without hesitation, I went back to my palace through shorter road. I entered my room, after I had
hung my sword back on the rack, I lay on my bed and pretended at the same time as if I had slept.
“‘After a while my wife entered the room. After she had shut the door gently, she loosened her dresses and put
them back in her cupboard. Having waited near the window for a while, her bird flew in and perched on top of the
cupboard. But to my surprise, she hardly touched it when it changed into a white round stone. Then she put it back
in the cupboard. Having done that, she walked to my bed and then lay on it. But she did not suspect at all that I
was the one who had killed that man, her lover.
“‘As I lay on the bed, I was unable to sleep at all, but I was wondering about the evil deeds of the woman till
the morning. In the morning, as I was the king of this town (the quiet bush) who had the right t give an order at
any time. So, I ordered my bellringer to announce round the town that all the dead bodies of the men who had
died last night should be brought to my palace for examination. I did that so that my wife might know that I had
seen all she had done last night. And before nine o’clock in the morning, about six dead bodies were brought to
my palace and my wife’s lover was among.
“‘But when she saw him in pool of blood, she started to weep, she could not hesitated in one place but was
entering the room and coming back to look at him several times in a moment. She was greatly perplexed that
time. Sometime she was driving the flies away from the dead man but she was not doing so for the rest dead
bodies. After a while she brought one of here finest cover clothes and covered the man with it so that the flies
might not be able to perch on him again.
“‘When she did so to that man only and left the rest untouched, I asked her: “Is that dead man your relative?”
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But she replied with tears: “Not at all.” I asked again: “But you are interested in him more than the rest. Why?”
She explained: “Of course, he was a man that I knew before he had died.” I asked: “From where did you know
him, in the market place or where?” So this time she shrunk suspiciously and then she replied: “Don’t try to know
about that.” When she said so, I went to my room and came out with my sword. I showed it to her. Then I
explained to her that the man was her lover whom she had met in the market last midnight. I stretched the sword
forward, I told her to look at it. But as she was still looking at it, I told her plainly that I had killed her lover with
it last midnight and it was that time she knew that I was the man who had killed her lover.
“‘So immediately I had revealed her secret, she went to her cupboard and after a while she returned to me. As
she stood before me sobbing continuously, she spat on my face and then said loudly: “I command you to remain
in one place until when my lover comes alive again!” But to my fear, she hardly spat on my face and commanded
like that when I had lay down in this room (in the room I met him). So since the day that I had lay down in here, I
could not stand up and again all the houses and the peoples in them had turned into the bush in which my palace
(the house in which I met him) is. Now, it is too late before I had understood that “the beauty of the beautiful
woman is a danger”.’
“When this king had told me his story and then he continued to groan loudly as before, I raised my head up
with wonder for a few minutes. After a while I dragged my set nearer to him. But when I lifted the big cover cloth
which was on his body, I was greatly surprised and feared to see that he was turned into a snake from feet to the
waist. That part was about four feet diameter with sharp scales but it was tapered to the end (feet) like that of a tail
of a big snake.
“It has several kinds of colors like that of a cobra. To my fear again, that part was also chained tightly and that
chain went into the ground, so he was unable to move or shake at all. And from his waist to forehead was that of a
man but it was full of sores caused by whips.
“When I first lifted up the cloth of his body and saw his half-body which had changed into that of a snake, I
was so much feared that I first rant to a short distance and then shouted greatly: ‘Hah, a beautiful is a danger
indeed!’ Then with embarrassment, I walked back to him and I sat on the same chair and I was looking at him
without knowing what to say again. After a while, when my fear had left me, I asked from him: ‘Please, tell me
what are you groaning for?’ He stopped groaning and explained: ‘I am groaning for two reasons. Firstly, the part
of my body which is turned into that of a snake is paining and aching me very severely, because my wife is
beating it with a heavy cudgel every midnight, and secondly, I am groaning for my life which is spared for this
severe punishment. I prefer to die at once than to remain like this. I am begging my Creator to take my life before
this time but there is no answer.’
“But as he had mentioned that his wife was still coming to beat him every midnight, I asked from him where
she was living. He told me that he did not know where she was coming from. Then I asked again whether she was
bringing food to him whenever she came to beat him. He replied: ‘Not at all.’ I asked again: ‘If she does not, but
what are you eating as you cannot even shake yourself how much more to stand up and walk about?’ He replied:
‘I do not eat and I do not feel to eat since when she had changed me into this form.’ Furthermore, I asked: ‘When
she stops beating you what does she do next?’ He replied: ‘When she stops beating me she will go to the dead
body of here lover which she had lay in uncovered grave in the room which is next to the end of this palace. She
dug a grave in that room and lay the dead body of her lover in it since the very day she had changed me into this
form.’ Having heard like that from this man who was the king of that palace, I stood up at the same time. I walked
to the extreme end of the palace. And I saw the dead body of his wife’s lover in as room over there, but it had
become skeleton.
“It was inside the grave which was not covered and was decorated as when a dead body was “in state.” Every
part of that room was very clean and was beautifully decorated by the woman. She put one big native mud lamp
before the grave and it shone dimly over the grave but it needed more oil to make it brighter.
“Having seen this again, I started to go from one room to another and then to the premises. As the man had told
me that he was the king and that house was his palace. So when I went round the house, it showed that it was a
beautiful palace before. Because everything that I saw in it were belonged to only a king, but all were very old
and were nearly eaten off by the insects. The premises was full of gods and idols of all kinds but they had fallen
and scattered all over the ground. Then I went back to him in the room. When I sat on the usual seat, he stopped
groaning. He lifted his head up and asked me: ‘Did you see the dead body of my wife’s lover?’ I replied that I had
seen it but it had become a skeleton.
“Now, I told him that I would help him. but he asked with wonder how could I help him. But I told him to wait
and see what I was going to do.
“Then I took my gun and machete, I went to the room in which the skeleton was. I took one cover cloth from
the wall, as many fine clothes were hung all over the walls of that room by that woman. Then I went inside that
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grave, I lay on the skeleton, I put my gun on the left and machete and one strong rope on the right, after that, I
covered the whole of my body with that cloth. Then I was waiting for the woman to come.
“When it was three o’clock in the morning, this woman entered the palace through the door of the premises.
She held one mud lamp with the left hand and one heavy cudgel with right hand. First, she went direct to the room
in which her husband, the king, was. She beat him without mercy for about one hour. He begged her with
sorrowful voice, but she did not listen to his plea. He sobbed, groaned, cried, wept and shouted for mercy but she
did not stop to beat him. As she was beating him, it was so she was repeating: ‘You killed my lover! You killed
my lover! You killed my lover!’
“When she left him to beat, then she was coming with the lamp and cudgel to the room in which the skeleton
of her lover was lay. But as she was coming, I saw her clearly that, she was indeed, a very beautiful woman. She
was not too tall and not too short. She was not too black and not yellow and she was dressed in clothes that
showed she was mourning the death of her lover. My aim was to shoot her to death immediately, but her beauty
prevented me to do so and again, if I did so, her husband would not be able to change back to his former form
again.
“When she entered the room, she first repaired the lamp, she took one bottle of palm-oil from the corner of the
room, she poured some oil from it into the lamp. When it shone to the grave and every part of the room, then she
stood before the grave. First, she knelt down and she saluted the skeleton as if it was still alive. After that she
stood up and said loudly: ‘My lover! My lover! My lover! When are you coming back to me? Have you forgotten
me? Don’t forget me! I am expecting you soon! For in respect of you, I had changed my husband, the king of a
big town, into the form of a half-snake and I am beating him every midnight! Come! come! come back to me, my
lover!’ Having said like that, she wept bitterly. But when she was preparing to go out, I said loudly with a huge
voice: ‘Hah, my lover! My lover! My lover! I have come from the town of dead this midnight. But I will be
allowed only to stay with you if you change your husband the king, back to his former form! Better you go and
change him back now and then come back to help me out of this grave!’
“But when she heard like that, she was so happy that she ran to her husband. She thought that I was her lover
and that in fact I just woke from the dead. When she stood before her husband, I heard when she commanded very
loudly: ‘Now, as my lover has come back to me, so I command you to change back to your former form!’ She said
so with a joyful voice. Her husband hardly changed when she ran back to the grave. When she came back, she
stood before the grave, she stretched both hands towards me and then said: ‘Yes, my lover, I have done what you
asked me to do. I have changed him back into his own form. Hah, welcome, my lover! I am ready now to help
you out of the grave.’
“Then I told her to come nearer so that my hands could reach her own. But when she came nearer and was
stretching hands to hold me, I hastily snatched her own hands instead. Without hesitation, I tied both up with that
rope and then I was dragging her towards the grave. But when she saw the rope in her hands and that I was
pulling her towards the grave instead to come out to her, she was greatly feared. She struggled to run away, but I
did not allow here to do so. She tried to cut off the rope and run away for her life but I was pulling her into the
grave. After a while, she was despaired and said: ‘Are you not my lover?’ I replied with a fearful voice: ‘I am not
your lover at all but I am a man who come to take you to heaven now! Come inside the grave and let us go
together!’ But she replied with fear: ‘Not at all! Please leave my hands and let me go away!”
“As she was still shouting with fear and struggling very roughly to escape, IU jumped out of the grave. I
rushed against her and held her both arms to here back so suddenly that she was nearly to faint for fear. Then I
tied the rope to her both wrists. After that I left her there because she had no power again that time. I went to her
husband and I met him on that old three-legged chair, on which I sat before. When I met him, he was still
perplexed, he was doing like a man who was dreaming although his body and health showed as if nothing had
happened to him in his life. Anyhow, I helped him to stand up and I took him to that room. I told him to sit on one
stool which was in another art of that room, and then I first cut his hairs, mustache and beard very short, because
all were overgrown and fearful to see. After, I cut all finger-nails quite short, then I took one of the big clothes
which the woman or his wife, hung on the walls as part of decorations. He wrapped his body with it for the cloth
which was on his body before was already torn into pieces for repeatedly beating by his wife.
“After that, as he had then regained all his senses or was normal, both of us walked nearer to his wife who
stood near one corner in that room. Then I forced her to surrender her supernatural power which she was using to
change person into another form. She first refused to surrender it, but when she saw that I became so wild that I
wanted to shoot her right out that moment, she vomited it in her both palms. It was just like a minute white bird.
And it was shaking like a chicken which was just hatched. Then I took one of the calabashes which were in that
room, she put it in it and then I covered that calabash with its lid before I put it in my hunting-bag because I was
taking it to the town to show it to the people.
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“When it was about eight o’clock in the morning, I was taking this woman and her husband to the town. But
when I took them to the town and the people saw them in front of me, her husband was snatched with gladness by
the people and was carried by head to his father’s palace, although is wife was stoning along in the town until we
came to the palace.
“When I took her to the king (the father of her husband) and then I told him how I had saved his son and again,
I gave him the supernatural power of that woman, which she had vomited. And when the king removed the cover
of the calabash and saw it, he gave the order to take the woman to the god of iron in the front of the palace.
Therefore she was tied up to a tree in front of the god.
“The king and his chiefs thanked me greatly for saving his son. In the following morning, several ceremonies
were started which lasted for many days. After the ceremonies had been performed, the king fulfilled his promise.
He gave me many costly clothes, costly coral beads and many costly presents which I brought to the village and I
sold them for a considerable amount of money.
“And that was the end of the entertainment of this night, my people, or the end of the adventure of my second
journey. So tomorrow, I shall continue to tell you the adventure of my third journey!”
Then after the people beat the drums, sang, and danced for a few minutes they went back to their houses with
gladness. …
76.198 Okolo or The Voice\fn{by Gabriel Jmomo Okara (1921-

)}

Bumoundi, Bayelsa State, Nigeria (M) 4

Some of the townsmen said Okolo’s eyes were not right, his head was not correct. This, they said, was the
result of his knowing too much book, walking too much in the bush, and others said it was due to his staying too
long alone in the river.
So, the town of Amatu talked and whispered; so the world talked and whispered. Okolo had no chest, they
said. His chest was not strong and he had no shadow. Everything in this world that spoiled a man’s name they said
of him, all because he dared to search for IT. He was in search of IT with all his inside, and with all his shadow.
Okolo, his searching, started when from school he came out and returned home to his people. When he
returned to his people, words of the coming thing, rumors of the coming thing, were in the air flying like birds,
swimming like fishes in the river. But Okolo joined them not because what was there was no longer there and
things had no more root. So he started his search for IT. At this the Leaders stopped from slapping their thighs
because of the coming thing. Why should Okolo look for IT, why should he ask them if they had IT, they
wondered. Things had changed, the world had turned and they were now the elders be. No one in the past had
asked for IT. Why should Okolo expect to find IT, now that they were the Elders be? No, he must cease his
searching. He must not spoil their pleasure.
So Chief Izongo at the gathering of Elders spoke and the elders in their insides turned these spoken words over
and over and looked to see the road to take a pass over this inside-smelling thing. They turned over the spoken
words and messengers sent to Okolo to forthwith cease his search for IT.
So the messengers, three messengers set forth in their fearing-something for Okolo’s house. They walked little
little, faster faster, faster, and one of them knocked his foot against a stone.
1st messenger (solemnly): “It’s bad.”
2nd messenger: “Is it good or bad?”
1st messenger (solemnly): “It’s bad.”
2nd messenger: “Bad? My right foot is good to me.”
3rd messenger: “You nonsense words stop. Theses things have meaning no more. So stop talking words that
create nothing.”
1st messenger: “To me there is meaning. My right foot always warneth me.”
2nd messenger: “To me too there is meaning, if my left foot against something knocks as I walk, it’s a warning
be.”
3rd messenger (with contempt): “Nonsense.”
1st messenger: “Listen not to him. He this way always speaketh because he passed standard six. Because he
standard six passed his ear refuseth nothing, his inside refuseth nothing like a dustbin.”
3rd messenger: “Your spoken words I call nothing. What I say is things changeth, so change.”
1st messenger (spits on the ground): “Hear his creating words—things changeth. Ha, ha, ha, change, change.
He always of change speaketh, ha, ha, ha. What is the white man’s word, the parable thou always talketh. I forget
the rest you always …”
3rd messenger (angrily): “Thy mouth shut. Thou nothing knows.”
1st messenger (also angrily): “Me knoweth nothing? Me knoweth nothing? I have no bile, I have no head, you
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think, because I went not to school. Me knoweth nothing? Then answer thou me this. Your hair was black black,
be then it became white like a white cloth and now it is black black be more than blackness. The root what is it?
Thou keepest quiet? Answer me. I know nothing thou sayeth.”
2nd messenger (throws his eyes back and front, left and right and speaks with lowered voice): “Speaketh this
thing no more. The ears of Amatu are open. If this the ears of Izongo enters we will from our jobs fall. You know
this give yourselves. As for me, (shrugs his shoulders) if the world turns this way I take it, if it turns another way I
take it. Any way the world turns I take it with my hands. I like sleep and my wife and my one son, so I do not
think.”
3rd messenger: “You know not what you speak.”
1st messenger (raising his voice): “He is himself raising to the eye of the sky.”
2nd messenger (lowering his voice to the ground): “Talk not like this, hold yourself. I tell you, yourself hold
before this thing a big thing turns.”
These teaching words their ears entered and their inside entered. So every word they locked in their insides as
they silently towards Okolo’s house walked without their mouths opening.
It was the day’s ending and Okolo by a window stood. Okolo stood looking at the sun behind the tree tops
falling. The river was flowing, the finishing sun reflecting like a dying away memory. It was like an idol’s face, no
one knowing what is behind. Okolo at the palm trees looked. They were like women with hair hanging down
dancing possessed. Egrets like white flower petals strung slackly across the river, swaying up and down, were
returning home. And on the river canoes were crawling home with bent backs and tired hands paddling. A girl
only a cloth around her waist tied, with half-ripe mango breasts, paddled driving her paddle into the river with
sweet inside.
Okolo, the window left, and went to his table. A book he opened and read. The book he read, the book he read.
A long time he took to read the book till night fell and closed the eye of the sky. To the window he went once
more and at the night looked. The moon was an about-to-break moon. A vague circle of vague light surrounded it,
telling a dance was going on up or down river. Across the moon’s face and the dance circle, menacing dark clouds
idled past casting shadow after shadow on the river. Larger and darker clouds, some to frowning faces, grimacing
faces changing, were skulking past without the moon’s ring suffocating the stars until they themselves lose in the
threatening conformity of the dark cloud beyond.
Shuffling feet turned Okolo’s head to the door. Three men he saw standing silent, opening not their mouths.
“Who are you people be?” Okolo asked.
The people opened not their mouths.
“If you are coming in, people, be then come in.”
The people opened not their mouths.
“Who are you?” Okolo asked, walking to the men. As Okolo closer to the men walked, the men quickly turned
and ran out.
The root of this Okolo knew not as the root of many many happening things in the town. So wonder held him
and moved him to the door. Okolo a crowd saw, a crowd of men, women, children talking, whispering and three
men talking and gesticulating in front. Wonder again moved Okolo out his door and as he closer walked to the
crowd, somebody moved by fear shouted, “He’s coming, he’s coming!” Okolo’s feet at the ground stuck. Women
grabbed at their children and ran. The spittle from the mouth of one who’s head is not correct, one’s mouth, one’s
head also becomes not correct. So they ran and some men too who had no chest or shadow also ran. But the three
men in front tumbled first and then stood resolutely, facing Okolo.
Okolo seeing the messengers, recognized them and questioned them. But the men in spite of their grim faces
opened not their mouths. The remaining crowd hushed. The silence passed silence. The three messengers faced
Okolo opening not their mouths. A man from the back of the crowd pushed his way to the messengers. The four of
them put their heads together while with their eyes they looked at Okolo. They put their heads together for a while
and walked towards Okolo, as if talking an animal. And Okolo stood held by wonder. The four men moved nearer.
Okolo stood looking. They moved nearer. Okolo stood. They moved nearer and suddenly pounced on Okolo.
Okolo and the men to the ground fell. Hands at him grabbed, a thousand hands, the hands of the world. Okolo
twisted, struggled and kicked with all his shadow, with all his life, and to his astonishment he saw himself
standing free. He ran. Running feet followed. He ran. A million pursuing feet thundered after him. He ran past this
house without knowing and ran into another. A woman giving such to her baby screamed. Out Okolo sprang and
ran. The running feet came nearer, the caring-nothing feet of the world. Okolo a corner turned and nearly ran into
a boy and a girl standing with hands holding each other. They did not look at him. Okolo ran. The pursuers were
reaching him. He turned a corner. A dog barked at him. Okolo ran. He was now at the ending of the town. Only
one hut was left and beyond it the mystery of the forest. Okolo ran and as he ran past, a voice held him. “Come
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in,” it said, “come in quickly.” In Okolo went, by instinct guided and in the gloom stood panting. Outside the dog
barked, the pursuing feet of the world stopped and the shout of triumph from the ground reached the eye of the
sky and all the town shook. As the shout shook the town like a cannon blast, fear entered Okolo and he thought of
escape through the hole, the sole window at the back. But a hand reached him from the dark void. “Stay quiet,”
the darkness whispered. “Nothing they will do to you.” Next Okolo saw the mat covering the door move aside.
Faces, a mass of faces glistening with sweat in the moonlight stood, talking arguing, grim faces like the dark
mysterious forest, afire with flies. Then a shadow blackened his view, then silence. And a voice clear and cool like
a glass of water, from the standing shadow sallied forth.
“What is it? What again do you want of me? What do you want of a witch?”
“We want nothing of you,” a voice came from the crowd. “We want nothing of you. We want only the man you
keepeth in your house.
“I keep no one. Why should I any of you keep who called me a witch and has kept me away from the town?
Why should I any of you keep? Leave me alone. Go your ways,” the standing shadow strongly spoke.
As the standing shadow spoke thus, from the crowd came a stronger voice.
“We go our ways. You cannot speak thus to us. Know that you are a witch be. You cannot thus speak to us in
the old times. Even now …”
“Come and take me and hang me as in the old times they used to do. Come and take me,” went forth the
challenge from the standing shadow.
“Give us your man,” shouted a voice.
“Which man you want of me?” asked Tuere with a strong inside.
“Give us Okolo.”
“Okolo? Why should I keep him? Is he not one of you?”
“Argue not with her,” said a voice. “Let’s the house enter and bring him out.”
“I say I keep no one. If you say the man you want is in my house, come in and take him,” said Tuere with a
steady inside.
“You say the forest he entered,” asked a voice.
“I said not so. Accuse me not of what I said not,” she said.
“You heard not his footsteps?” asked a voice.
“I am used to only bad footsteps. So I only heard bad footsteps.”
“You say bad footsteps you heard?”
“Yes. Bad footsteps coming out of their insides.”
“I say argue not with her. How Okolo her house entered I saw with this my two eyes. I was in the front be.
Let’s go in and drag him out,” said a voice from the crowd impatiently.
When this last man spoke thus, Tuere forward walked. And as Tuere forward walked the men in the crowd’s
front moved back.
“Stand,” a voice from the crowd’s back urged. “Stand, she can nothing to us do. We are all church-entered
people. We are all know-God people. She can nothing to us do.”
“Is it you who speak thus?” said Tuere. “Is it you, Seitu? It was you who first called me a witch and then others
followed you to call me a witch. Now you say nothing I can do to you. When did your belief in the powers of
witchcraft finish in your inside? You say you are a know-God man be. Come and my house enter.”
“You can nothing do,” said Seitu from the crowd’s back.
“I say argue not with her,” said the one who said this before.
“Our time is finishing.”
“I see. You know time finishes. Yet when my father’s time finished and he went away you people put it on my
head. And when the time of my mother finished and she went away, you said I killed her with witchcraft. Whose
time finishes not? Our time is finishing as the time of some of your relations, your fathers and mothers, finished
and they went to the land of the dead. You did not with witchcraft kill them. But this I who with witchcraft killed
my father and my mother. Yes, you say I am a witch, so I am a witch be.” The standing shadow with all her inside
spoke and their reaction watched as a school mistress would the reaction of her pupils after delivering a few
homilies, as the crowd backwards and forwards moved, not knowing what to do.
In the hut Okolo stood, hearing all the spoken words outside and speaking with his inside. He spoke with his
inside hard to know why this woman Tuere behaved thus. He knew her story only too well. She had been a girl of
unusual habits, keeping to herself and speaking to herself. She did not with boys first though her beauty even
one’s hunger killed if one saw her. So it was in the insides of every one that perhaps she had not the parts of a
woman. They did not because of these her strange behavior call her a witch. They openly called her a witch when
her mother and father died one after the other within a few weeks and after every young man who proposed to her
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died one after the other. All these Okolo remembered. He also remembered how in a circle of strong eyes and
strong faces she stood being accused of taking witchcraft to kill her father and mother. They then from the town
drove her. His inside then smelled for the town’s people and for himself for not being fit to do anything on her
behalf. But this feeling in his inside had slowly, slowly died with each dying year under the mysterious might of
tradition. And now wonder held him for her protecting him. He was a part of the society that had disgraced and
rejected her. But now she was protecting him from the very society.
So it was with wrong-doing-feeling inside that he to the door moved and peered out. He did not this deserve of
her. Shame, like rain, fell on him and his bones touched. But as he peered out, the crowd went backwards and
forwards moving, talking and arguing.
“Come forward if you can come,” Tuere challenged.
“You can to us do nothing,” said Seitu, still at the back of the crowd, making himself the voice of the crowd.
Okolo wanted to go out but he had two voices in his inside. One said “go” and the other said “stay,” and before
he could decide which to obey, Tuere threw another challenge at the crowd.
“You refuse to come, you who is only strong in a crowd.”
“We are a know-God people. You can nothing do. Just bring our man,” replied Seitu from the crowd’s back.
Tuere standing straight and walking towards the crowd, said: “Then I to you come.” As she said thus and
moved slowly towards the crowd, the crowd moved back and the people turned their backs, including Seitu the
voice of the people, and ran. They ran with the backs of their feet touching the back of their heads. Who would
want to die of witches? No one. So they ran with all their insides and all with their shadows. Tuere stood watching
the bad footsteps dying away and smiled the first smile that came out of her mouth since she was stuck with the
name of witch.
Okolo wanted to go out but at that one moment Tuere turned and walked towards the hut. He wanted to get out
but his inside told him that would be the lowest ingratitude that would even pass under a snake. His inside did not
agree with him. So he moved back into the gloom of the hut and waited.
Presently Tuere silently stepped in and put the mat over the door. And the hut became dark with darkness
exceeding darkness. Though they were only a few paces apart, Okolo could not see her. They stood thus silent
without each other seeing, listening to their insides, listening to the darkness. Then suddenly walking feet Okolo
heard. Feet walking towards the dying embers at the hearth. Then he saw the embers move and glowed like a
new-appearing sun or a going-sun. then splinters of firewood he saw and heard drop on the embers. And then he
heard her trying to blow the embers to living flames. She blew and blew, but the embers only glowed, not
responding, like a god more sacrifice asking. They only glowed showing a face intent in application. She
continued to blow, her breath coming in soft gusts, then a token flame shot up momentarily and died.
Okolo stood watching and speaking to his inside. How many years had she killed tending the dying embers of
her fire with her breath and shadow and wishes and remembrances? As Okolo stood thus speaking with his inside,
a voice entered his inside asking him to bring some firewood from the corner of the hut. With a start he moved
towards the corner with hands extended in front. Soon his hands the wall touched. Then the hands he lowered
slowly until the splinters of firewood he touched propped against the wall. He took them and moved back. As he
moved unseen hands took the firewood from his hands and crossed them on the embers. Then there was more
blowing and a twin flame shot up. The twin flame going into one another and becoming one grew long and short,
spread, twisted and danced, the essence of the firewood eating up like passion. And the face of Tuere was
satisfaction, for her breath and shadow into the flame had gone. She remained kneeling before the dancing flame
with face intent looking at the flame, looking at what is behind the flame, the root of the flame. She kneeling
remained, then slowly rose to her feet, turned and faced Okolo. And before Okolo could his mouth open to thank
her, she spoke.
“How do you expect to find IT? How do you expect to find IT when everybody has his inside locked up?”
Okolo did as if to speak.
“How do I know this, you want to ask me? I know. I hear every happening thing in the town even though I am
locked up here in this hut. How or where do you think you will find IT, when everybody surface-water-things tell,
when things have no more root? How do you expect to find IT when fear has locked up the insides of the low, and
the insides of the high are filled up with nothing, but yam? Stop looking for IT. Stop suffering yourself.”
“I cannot stop,” Okolo with whisper, whisper spoke. “I cannot this thing stop. I must find IT. It is there. I am
the voice from the locked-up insides, and the Elders, wanting not the people to hear, want to stop me. Their
insides are smelling hard at me but …”
“Ssh!” Tuere hushed Okolo, her ears cocking. “I coming footsteps here.” Okolo listened and he also heard the
coming footsteps, the knowing-nothing footsteps, coming.
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25.1 Rikku And The Cattle Thieves\fn{by Cyprian Odiatu Duaka Ekwensi (19214

)}

Minna, Niger State, Nigeria (M)

Night had fallen over Jalla’s camp and with it came a feeling of gloom, for Jalla was proposing to strike camp
and travel south to Malendo. With heavy hands Shaitu and Leibe were churning the sour milk near the huts, their
ears tuned to the conversation of Jalla and Rikku.
“We shall split the herd in two,” Jalla suggested. This was an old ruse, to foil the tax-gatherers who might
waylay them. “Rikku, you will go with some cattle to Ligu’s camp. I shall give you a man, a good man too.” Jalla
looked at his mother, and said:
“Shaitu, you and Leibe and the little one will come with me. We shall go to Malendo near the gold mines. It is
twenty days’ trek from here. There we shall stop till the grass is sour. If all is well, Rikku will join us there.”
Shaitu said, “By Allah’s help, all. will be well. But, Jalla, shall we see Mai Sunsaye?”
“Wal-lahi, my mother. You talk as but a child. If Allah wills, we shall find him. If not, then we must be content
till he himself returns to us. He is not lost to us!”
“Then you do not believe that he has the sokugo?”
“I do not know what to believe. But when next we find him, let us take him to one who will break this spell
and reunite the family.”
Rikku said, “It wearies me to think that all this strife began because of me!” They did not speak again, and
Jalla rose and walked into the darkness, gazing at the cattle. Rikku followed him, and they stood and talked about
the cattle which he was to trek to Ligu’s camp. Ligu’s camp was in Kontago near the border country, some five
days’ trek from Malendo, where Jalla would be.
“This trek will prove you a man, my brother.”
“By Allah’s help.”
Jalla said, “Belmuna is a good man, and so funny! He is a hunter with a stout heart, brave as the devil. You will
enjoy him on the journey.”
“When do we start?”
“At dawn.”
Rikku went back and sat in front of the fire, listening to the sounds of the night. Gradually a stillness
descended, and he dozed away among the ashes.
*
They had been on the road now three nights and Rikku’s feet were blistered. Belmuna was fresh as on the first
day and even now he was crouching behind a rock, taking a steady aim at something Rikku could not see. He had
his bow drawn taut and his muscles were tense and glistening.
Silently Rikku tiptoed close behind him, kneeling down at exactly the same time as the arrow hummed away.
Still he could see nothing with his untrained eyes.
“Kai!” exc1aimed the hunter. In one bound he leapt out of his hiding position and over the crest of the hill.
Rikku stood up and peered after him. A thicket hid him from view, and when he reappeared a duiker was slung
across his broad shoulders, a smile furrowed his face.
“Eating for this night,” he smiled.
Rikku stroked the duiker.
“You are a great hunter indeed. But, Belmuna, you brought news of the tax-gatherers. How now do you find
time to kill for the pot when we should be fleeing?”
“My little master, you know it is too late to leave this night.” He put down his kill on a rock, and hastily
wiping his hunting knife cut off the portions he required, leaving the entrails on the rock. “Good! We go now!”
Although they had been on the road for three nights they did not build their first resting camp till dusk. A light
shower had begun to make its soaking felt. The shower developed into a steady downpour, accompanied by claps
of thunder and a storm that threatened to root down the very walls of their shelter. Rikku and Belmuna, wrapped
in straw rain-capes, went round the fences of the cattle, making sure they were safely ensconced for the night.
The rain pelted steadily down. The two of them crouched, one at either end of the enclosure, watching the
cattle through the night. Belmuna said:
“In Allah’s name, it will be a happy day when I hand over the cattle to their owner. Kai! A man to risk his life
like this! Sleepless in the night, harassed in the daytime?”
To pass the time Rikku told Belmuna about Fatimeh and how Hodio had run away with her. He spoke also of
his father’s quest for the girl. “My father thinks I want Fatimeh. But I do not want her, really.”
Belmuna laughed.
“My father! Allah spare his life!” Rikku said.
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“I shall be happy if we can set eyes on my father’s face again.”
“You think we shall ever cross his way? I tell you your father has vanished! Followed the winged creatures.
Ha!” There was it pause and then Belmuna asked,”'Tell me, Rikku, why did you ever choose to come with me?”
“Because my spirit agrees with your own. And again, you are strong and brave and full of adventure. You
understand the hyena and the leopard. You are like an animal yourself.”
Belmuna flung back his head and laughed, holding his sides. He ended his laughter with a little hiccup.
“I am an animal, he, he, he! Hear that one! I am an animal. Oh, by Allah! You are a funny one!” His face
suddenly mellowed. 'Allah be praised.'
They talked on into the night and it was Rikku who first shut his eyes and slept.
*
The sudden rumble of the thunder-storm woke him. He was dazzled by the big sweep of lightning that flashed
over the veld, and for a moment, he saw the humps of the Zeebu cattle, their upwardly pointing horns.
“Allah be merciful,” he murmured.
Dawn was a long way off, and this rain made him uneasy. He called out to the old hunter:
“Belmuna! Belmuna! Where are you?”
No one answered him. Instead he saw in the glow of a sudden flash two shapes crouching. They were men.
Momentarily the light fell on their dark faces, silhouetting them. Rikku’s heart froze within him. He felt the evil in
these thieves, the way they slithered forward under the rain, hissing, signalling fast to each other. Lightning
flashed again and Rikku saw them more clearly. They were severing the cords which held the cattle.
“Raiders!” shouted Rikku. “Cattle thieves! Belmuna. Belmuna, where are you?”
He heard the patter of feet as the men fled. A sudden sinking feeling in the stomach darkened his spirit. Belmuna might have been surprised and killed. These raiders might have been at work long before he woke. He blamed
himself for falling asleep: had he forgotten what the raiders did to his father’s cattle?
“Rikku!” cried a voice from the gloom. “Come here. Hurry!” It was Belmuna. Rikku seized his bow and
arrows.
“Belmuna!” And Belmuna answered:
“Na-am … I’m here!”
Rikku found that Belmuna had fallen into a thorn scrub. He tried to extricate him without hurting him.
“I—I think I got one of them; I’m not sure,” the hunter confided. “I chased him and shot him. We shall see in
the morning. Ah, thank you. I’m free. Come. Come and see.” He led the way.
“This is where I cut them off. You were sleeping then. Here, by this stream. We should be able to recover the
other cattle when the light comes.”
“Kai, Belmuna. You are a man!”
“It is Allah that makes men,” the hunter replied. “Some day when you’re grown up like me, you’ll be braver
than I am. You’ll fight for your rights and you’ll defend your property. Come with me.”
Rikku felt good. He followed Belmuna. In the darkness they could do little but wait. The rain poured down
steadily.
*
They rested for two days. On the third day, in the gray of early dawn, Belmuna began to get the cattle on the
move. He made clucking noises, his stick slung across both shoulders. There was a mighty rumbling of bodies
thudding against bodies, of horns clashing. The cattle lumbered in a thousand opposing directions.
Rikku ran in front and around them, trying to mobilize them, cursing, using all the skill his father had given
him. It was a nerve-racking affair. Rikku wanted to sit down and weep.
“Tau!” Belmuna exclaimed. “That is the way, boy! Soon we shall be away. That’s the sun, it has risen and is
up. Allah has awakened us all. Soon we shall be away.”
He talked on in this encouraging manner until the herd settled down to a good steady pace, except now and
again when one of them strayed aside to pluck a juicy bit of grass or young leaves.
Rikku trailed behind, stopping now and again to lean on his stick. His eyes throbbed in his head. He yawned,
and his entire body ached for lack of sleep. But the old hunter beside him was cool as ever, his wrinkled face
shining, his eyes yellow and quizzical.
He was the first to see the men who were coming towards them from a great distance.
“Rikku, those are the tax-gatherers. They have caught us.”
Rikku shaded his eyes against the morning sun. There were three men, and they looked like officials.
“Belmuna, what shall we do?”
Belmuna’s eyes widened. “We shall play them a trick. Wai! They have caught us, but we shall play them a
trick.” His whole body was tense. “You know, Rikku. I shall stampede the cattle. Ha! How can a man count
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stampeding cattle, eh? Ah! They have caught us, but they shall see!”
Rikku glanced nervously at the approaching men. Something about the two of them awakened a vague
memory in him.
“Belmuna!” He placed a hand over his mouth. “Belmuna, you recognize those two men?”
“By Allah, I do not know them.”
“The thieves of the other night! They tried to rob us, and when they failed, they went to the tax-gatherers.”
“The rats! Gently now, here they come. Smile at them. Be pleasant.” He leaned a hand on Rikku. “I shall
stampede the cattle. Listen. You know that ravine, the one near the rocks, the one we passed yesterday? We meet
there.”
Rikku’s eyes fixed on the face of the official.
“Welcome!” He smiled. “Sannu!”
The official nodded. He looked tired. Rikku and the two traitors exchanged glances of hate.
“What’s your name?” asked the tax official.
One of the thieves came forward eagerly.
“He said your name!”
“My name?” Rikku turned that over.
“Your name!”
“R-i-k-k-u- S-sunsaye!” The official wrote that down. Without lifting his head, he said:
“All these your cattle?”
“All this lot? Yes.” He winked at Belmuna to stand by.
“Aren’t you too young to own all this?”
“They are mine.” Rikku glared at the thieves. “I did not steal them. When a man marries in our tribe, his father
gives him cattle—”
“You are married?”
Rikku smiled. He must play for time. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Belmuna girding his loins tighter
with the wet cloth.
“My wife is at the camp.”
The thieves exchanged glances, while the official lifted his red fez cap and scratched his head. Rikku saw his
lips moving. He was counting the cattle.
“How many?” he asked.
“You will have to count them. I cannot say exactly. Last night the thieves came. I do not know how many they
stole.” He talked directly at the two men who immediately busied themselves with the counting.
“A man starts with twenty cattle, they have young and increase; or they have die rinderpest sickness, and they
are wiped out. One gets confused.”
“True,” the official said. He folded his notebook and yelled at the men. “Get busy!”
Rikku signalled to Belmuna. At the same time, he and Belmuna began to speak—in guttural tones. There was a
strange wave of movement throughout the herd. The cattle began to get jittery .
“The time has come, Rikku.”
The official strode forward.
“Control them! Keep them together—”
“My Lord,” said Rikku, smiling. “Don’t panic so. Cattle are sensitive. They don’t like strangers.”
“Look out!” shouted one of the thieves as a big-horned bull charged him and knocked him down.
Rikku gave five taps on his stick, light taps seen only by Belmuna. It was the agreed signal. The cattle surged.
They were now raging around. The official sprang back as they stampeded past him into the veld. Swearing, with
the wicked smile of vengeance, Rikku watched his herd, watched the gasp of dismay on the tax-collector’s face as
his precious calculation vanished with the wind.
“Till next time!” Rikku waved his stick, and away he darted, tearing down the hill in a direction opposite to
that which the herd had taken.
Far out and away from them all, Rikku doubled back on his paces, ran fast along the dry bed of the stream,
now and again pausing to make sure he was not being followed. He could see nothing of his pursuers. If they
decided to follow the cattle, they would get nowhere. He had trained them to disperse in different directions, but
to reassemble in one spot.
Close on midday he arrived at the agreed ravine. It was very hot with the sun directly overhead. Tsetse flies
were buzzing about his ears. He crouched under a tree, watching the cattle return one by one, and counting them
as they came.
In the early hours of the evening, Rikku milked one of the cows, and having drunk his fill, set out for the north
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country. He would have to march very hard, if he hoped to get safely to Ligu.
Belmuna would never show up. Unknown to Rikku, the old friendly hunter was dead. A few yards from the
scene where the tax-gatherer had accosted Rikku two men lay dead. One of them was the thief. The other was
Belmuna. Both had been gored to death.
168.141 Nothing So Sweet\fn{by Phebean Ajibola Ogundipe (1927(F) 8

)}

Esa Oke, Osun State, Western Region, Nigeria

1
I never knew that he meant it, or that my parents meant it either. He was comparatively old—I think he must
have been fifty-five at least—and I was only seventeen. Ever since I was quite young I can remember him coming
to our house. He would take me on his knee and call me his wife, which word Yoruba people generally use to
mean affianced wife as well as married wife. Whenever he called me his wife, meaning his fiancée, I used to think
he was only joking. Many other men came to our house, and they would say, “Will you marry me, little girl? If
you consent to marry me I will bring you meat every day from now on, because I am a hunter,” or “I will bring
you very big yams, as I am a farmer.”
I always said “Yes,” because I knew they were only joking. I regarded Eso, the fifty-five year old man in the
same light, as I regarded those other men.
Eso was too big a man, too old a man, too important a man to be called by his name. So he had a nickname,
“Ogongo,” which is Ostrich, the king of the birds. His contemporaries called him this, and the women in his house
called him the father of “this” or the father of “that” according to the names of his children.
We were all natives of a small, out-of-the-way village in the interior of Southern Nigeria, in Yoruba-land.
There was a church with a school which boasted of Standard Four as its highest class. Everybody in our village,
including the school teachers, had a farm. The school teachers found their salaries too small to save out of if they
were to have enough left to live on comfortably, and so grew as much of their own food as they could, to help
their salaries on. The pupils did most of the work on the teachers’ farms. And so everybody living in our village,
except the sellers of European cloth and other articles, who would stay a few days selling and then move on to
another place, had at least a farm. Some people would work on their farms in the daylight and hunt animals at
night.
Eso, or “Ogongo” as most people called him, was a well-to-do man with a large area in which cocoa was
grown. He grew other crops also—cotton, yams, beans, peas, and maize. I can remember as far back as when I
was five or six his occasional calls at our house. I would be called to come to him and he would look at me and
say I would soon grow up. He gave me things—sometimes smoked meat, sometimes smoked fish, and sometimes
honey in a little bottle—from his pockets. I believe I was shy at first, but my relatives would always urge me to
take the present from him, until I came to look on him as a never-ending source of presents and native
sweetmeats. As I grew older, however, I used to look suspiciously on his generous way of giving me presents,
because most times he would in return want me to sit on his knee and be petted by him, and I soon came to resent
this.
When I was nine I noticed that yearly gifts of yams and meat came from him for me. The few, earliest corncobs, the first crop of beans to be harvested, were always sent to me, or rather, to my parents. They did not tell me
anything then; they would only say in our household that my “husband” had sent yams, beans, or whatever had
come from him.
When I was eleven, he came to our house one day. As I grew up, his visits became more frequent than when I
had been younger. When he came I was called to come to him as usual, but I soon left him and went away. I sat in
the room adjoining the one which was used as “sitting-room.” Here I overheard everything he, my “husband,”
said to my parents.
“Will you not send my ‘wife’ to school?” he asked in our language. My mother seemed surprised.
“To school?” she asked. “Surely you do not want her to be sent to school? If she goes to school she will soon
grow to scorn you as an illiterate farmer, and an old one too.”
“I do not mean that she should be sent to school to get up to Standard Six,” explained ‘Ogongo.’ “I just want
her to receive enough education to enable her to read the Bible (Eso had been baptised “Matthew” when
Christianity was still new in our village, but he had never been to church in his mature years) and to read any
letters that may come for me. She will also learn about weights, so that I can be sure that these Produce Buyers
who buy my cocoa do not cheat me when they weigh it.”
“You will be making a great mistake, ‘Ogongo,’ if you send this girl to school—”
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“If the difficulty is about her fees, I will pay them, buy her uniform and all she needs at school.”
“I am warning you, ‘Ogongo,’ that the girl will probably become unmanageable if you send her to school. She
is obstinate and proud enough as it is. Besides, she won’t be able to help me much at home,” objected my mother.
“If he wants to send her to school, let him, as he is willing to pay all expenses,” interposed my father in his
gruff, scarcely-concerned way. “After all, she is his ‘wife’ and he can do what he likes with her.”
*
So the matter was settled. Uniform, slate, pencils, books and fees came more promptly than they should have
come from my parents. I was rather small for my age, which was eleven, when I started at kindergarten, but I soon
grew rapidly.
When I was fourteen, and in Standard Two, my parents had asked him to take me from school, as I could now
read and write. But my “husband” said he wanted me to write a good hand, which he knew, from his inspection of
my exercise books, that I did not yet do. He also wanted me to be able to speak English fairly well so that he
could show me off. He thought I should speak English quite well in Standard Four in the Elementary School.
After all, he had money to spend on me, he said. Thus it was that I did not leave school until I was sixteen and in
Standard Four.
I believe I had somewhat lost sight of Eso, who did not come to see me often now because he did not want to
disturb my studies, but who came to see my parents, presumably to discuss me with them. If I had not lost sight of
Eso, I should not have expected to go to another school for Middle I. But I did expect to be sent to a higher
school.
My parents gave me no answer. They did not tell me to take the entrance examination to any school, and when
the beginning of the next year came, and school began everywhere, I stayed at home working until I realised that
that was the end of my school career. I regretted it, because I often thought that after only two more years, one in
Middle I and one in Middle II, I would have a Standard Six Pass which would enable me to be a nurse or a Pupil
Teacher.
I asked my mother why I could not continue my education in another school. At first she impatiently said I had
learnt enough already in school, but afterwards, when I insisted and tried to convince her that I was far from
having learnt enough, she told me that Eso had said that I would not continue after Standard Four. In the earlier
years she would have told me that my “husband” had done this or my “husband” had done that. I resented that
word fiercely now. Mother would leave off and call him Eso or “Ogongo” and hint that a time would soon come
when I myself would call him my husband.
In the meantime I had grown to dislike Eso. I resented the way I was always called to see him whenever he
came to our house, as if I existed for him alone. More than that, I resented his proprietary way of treating me. He
would take me to stand between his legs while he sat, because I would never now consent to sit on his knee. He
would pat me all over and say his little “wife” was growing fast and would soon become marriageable. I took no
notice of these words, which became more tactfully spoken as I grew older.
Eso came to see me very frequently in the year after I had left school. Whenever he was unable to come he
would send a younger man from his family with compliments from him. When he came one night I asked him
why I could not continue at school. He seemed surprised and answered that I had learnt enough surely, and he too
had spent enough on my education. Besides, I was quite grown up.
*
This was in the year 1936. Day by day as I stayed at home and sullenly worked while longing for school and
thinking of my Standard Four classmates who would in a year or two be working and be going about in shoes,
hats and European dresses, while I settled down into being the wife of an illiterate farmer, my dislike for my
elderly fiancée slowly grew into hatred. Sometimes I would refuse to see him when he came to see me, and if I
had to go to him I would not speak to him. I scarcely ever remained more than five minutes in his company. A
rebellious fire was being slowly kindled in my heart.
But Eso and my parents thought my reluctance to be with him a good sign. So at last I understood—in fact I
had taken a long time understanding—that it was settled tHat I was his fiancée, and having understood, I had to be
as shy as other girls were with their suitors. This was their interpretation of my reluctance.
Actually there was no courting done. All the courting that was necessary had probably been done when I was a
sturdy two-year-old. Since then I had been his fiancée, and between an engaged couple it did not seem that there
was any need for courtship.
Sometime after my seventeenth birthday (I had insisted on the day of my birth being discovered when I was in
Standard II) my mother began to hint that I should prepare for marriage.
“Whom am I marrying?” I asked rebelliously.
“Why, Eso of course,” she answered.
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“I am not marrying Eso,” I said.
“In the first place, you shouldn’t call him Eso,” she corrected. “You can’t call your fiance by his name like
that. It isn’t done. You say you won’t marry Eso? What nonsense! Who else would you marry, when he has spent
so much on you? He has sent you to school, he has sent you yams, meat and other things every year, and he has
already paid your dowry this year—”
“O-ho!” I cried. The “modern” ideas I had picked up in school were still fresh in my brain. “So you have
received a dowry for me already. Well, you might have received it for me, but it was not given to me; so it is you,
not I, who owes Eso. Give him anything you like in return for his money, but not me. Parents do not find
husbands for their daughters these days. It just isn’t done, at least in the modern places. Better find something else
to give Eso for his money, or return the money if it is not yet spent.”
My mother was alarmed at the spirit I had shown, and I believe mother, father and Eso had a private
conference about me. I was left alone for a while, and I honestly believed they had left me alone forever. After
some weeks, however, mother let fall another hint of marriage with Eso. The hint was a sort of feeler. But since
they had left me alone for a while I thought I had won my point and would not be marrying Eso, and had only to
press my point firmly to be left at rest on that subject. So no sooner had my mother hinted than I told her in no
uncertain manner that I would not marry Eso.
After that everybody was silent, and how blind and deaf I was in my imagined victory. I rejoiced that I would
have nothing to do with Eso any more, and did not know how premature my joy was. Nobody tried any longer to
persuade me to marry Eso. Afterwards I found that a drastic measure had been decided on. My mother started
buying me a show trunk full of Yoruba female apparel-wrappers, bubas, head ties and iboruns. This fact should
have been an eye-opener to me. I was not a good daughter since I had not obeyed my parents and consented to
marry Eso, yet clothes were bought for me as if I was the best daughter that ever lived. The only time Eso’s name
was mentioned after that was when mother praised him to me one day.
“Do you know how rich Eso is?” she asked with just a shade too much indifference in her voice. “He has a
very large cocoa farm, and cocoa has been selling very well this year, so I expect he has made a lot of money on
cocoa alone. Cotton, too, has sold very well so far this year (this was true of 1936) and he has large fields of
cotton. Palm oil has now risen to 13 shillings a tin and he has a big palm oil industry.”
In our little village, where everything that was grown was very cheap, 13 shillings was an unusually high price
for a tin of oil. When oil was cheap you could get a tin—four gallons—of very fine oil for 1/9\fn{ One shilling and
nine pence.} or 2 shillings. I was no longer interested in my ex-fiance as I now thought of him, but I had to admit he
was rich.
“He is of a very good family, too. He stands a good chance of becoming the king when the present one dies.”
This made me more thankful than ever that I was now free of Eso. Whenever a new king was enthroned,
hundreds of girls would be given to him to wife\fn{ I.e., to marry.} as presents from his subjects. Those subjects who
had no grown-up unmarried daughters would give him girls of seven, eight, nine or ten years old. If your elevenyear-old daughter had an ulcer which was costing you much trouble and money you gave her to the king as his
wife. In most cases these very young girls were treated as housemaids by the mature wives of the king. In most
cases the ill-treated girls grew up to become the wives of the household retainers of the king. Everything about
Eso, his fifty-five years particularly, made him an eligible candidate for the throne which everybody expected
would soon be vacant. And I—well—I could not imagine myself as one of the scarcely cared for, much less loved,
occupants of the women’s quarters of the palace.
“He is descended from a long line of warriors, too,” went on my tactful mother. “That is why his name is Eso.
Only brave, tried warriors are allowed to be called Eso. The Esos boast of the fact that they never receive a battle
wound in the back, since they never turn their backs to the enemy. They either conquer the enemy or die in battle
rather than return home conquered.”
I acknowledged the truth of these things, and said I realised how Eso was, and the subject was dropped. His
name indeed signified him to be one of a race of fearless warriors, who will either win a battle or die. This fact
was to be responsible for what later befell me, though at that time I dismissed Eso from my mind altogether. I was
too light-headed, too certain of my own victory. I had had my way. Soon how disillusioned I was to become.
2
“Subowa, come into the parlour,” called my mother to me in the backyard. My name is Olasubowa, which
means “Honour clusters round us.”
I might sometimes adopt the I-know-better tone of a half-educated girl speaking to an illiterate mother, but I
was fairly obedient. I therefore went into the parlour at my mother’s call.
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Whatever I thought I was called for, I could not have been more surprised than I was when I saw Eso in the
parlour. I was feeling embarrassed when he beckoned to me to come to him. He had been returning home from the
farm and had called at our place before going home. I stood looking at him. I would not greet him, I would not go
to see him. He put his hand in a large, grimy bag which was hung at his side and brought out a large piece of
smoked meat. He held it out for me to take. I shook my head without saying a word.
“Come,” he invited, “accept it. It is a friendly present, no longer part of a dowry.”
But nothing he could say would make me accept the meat. My parents urged me to take it, but I would not.
Disappointment which I could not understand until later showed on all three faces. I left the room then.
*
“Subowa, come here, quickly,” said my mother some time afterwards. I went to her in the parlour.
“Quick! Eso has just gone, and he has forgotten to take his cap with him. Most probably he is still in front of
the house. Take it to him.” The cap was a special one known as “akoro,” which only Esos can wear. It was dark
outside but I did not fear to run a few yards from the house.
I ran, hoping to overtake Eso. I could not call to him to wait and take his cap, because I did not know what
name to call him by. I had gone about 150 yards from the house and thought of going back with the cap when Eso
spoke just in front of me.
“Is that my cap you’re bringing? I was just coming back for it.”
He had scarcely finished the sentence when out of the bushes nearby came about eight men. They had planted
themselves in different places.
“Carry her,” commanded Eso.
Instantly I was carried, struggling, shoulder-high by the men. One had a coarse, strong hand on my mouth. I
struggled and twisted and scratched and kicked, all in vain. I was being carried along shoulder-high by these men.
I now understood. It was something commonly done. It was to be my wedding night. I was being carried to
Eso’s house to become his bride. He had never given me up. To him I was just a small battle, and he was an Eso,
one who either conquers or dies. He had resolved to have me as his wife. I had caught his fancy when I was a tiny
child, as one who might be his comfort when he was getting old. My parents had given me to him, and after he
had spent so much on me and waited so many years for me to grow up I had become stubborn. I simply had to be
subdued.
My parents had helped him in his schemes. It was not that they cared nothing for me, but if they had let me
have my own way about not marrying Eso, Eso would have asked for a refund of the money he had spent on me
since I was young. To refund the capital dowry alone would throw my parents into debt. Apart from the chief
dowry there would be the yearly gifts, and all that had been spent on me at school. If he wanted to be hard on my
parents he would reckon the price of the yams, corn, meat, and so on on a yearly average for fifteen years. When
all was said and done the sum total would be a load of debt hanging around my parents’ necks so heavily as to
drag them down into ruin.
They knew this. They were not going to have it. Was it a bad thing they had done, then, in bringing me into the
world? Were they to be thrown into debt because they had a stubborn daughter? Had they treated this same
daughter worse than other parents treated theirs? No! Had they not fed and clothed me and looked after me, and
also bestowed me on a rich man? Very well, then. Since other people did not get into debt because of their
daughters, they, my parents, would not get into trouble because of me.
I now understood their disappointment at my refusal of the meat that night. It was the failure of a plot. I was to
have taken the meat and, when Eso was going, I would have gone with him a few steps from the house to show
gratitude. The plot failed when I refused the meat, but my mother’s ingenuity contrived a new and almost
infallible one on the spur of the moment. I realised how well it had succeeded as I was being carried along in the
dark.
*
When we were out of earshot of our compound, the coarse hand was lifted off my mouth. We were passing in
front of the house of a former classmate of mine. Her name was Bisi.
“Bisi’s mother! Bisi’s mother!” I screamed. “Come out and rescue me from Eso and his men!”
“What?” said a man sternly, “calling your husband by his name? What modern nonsense is that?” and clap
came a hand on my mouth again.
“Will you be sensible and walk, or shall we continue to carry you in this uncomfortable way?” asked one of the
men, not explaining whether the way was uncomfortable to him or to me or to both of us.
“No,” Eso said curtly before I could answer. “Carry her along. You don’t know how clever she is. I suppose
they teach them monkey tricks at school. But if she once had her feet on the ground she would escape.”
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When we were about a hundred yards from Eso’s house, he left us. It is the custom that when a bride is being
brought into the house, the bridegroom must not be in the house at the moment of her arrival. All the women in
Eso’s compound were in front of his house when we came to it. He had told them of his intentions before that
time, and as soon as I was safely in the hands of his men, and on my way to his house, he had sent one of the men
to tell the people at home that he had succeeded in getting me.
My captors now set me down in front of the doorstep, and two of the strongest men there held me firmly. Eso’s
first and, therefore, oldest wife came forward with a calabash of water in her hand. She poured some water onto
my feet as was the custom. I kicked the calabash from her hands with a wet foot and when the calabash broke on
the ground consternation arose among those who were looking on. I even heard one say,
“What kind of stubborn bride is this? Let her wait just a bit, though. Before two weeks are out her husband will
thrash the devil out of her. Eso does not stand any nonsense from any woman.”
Another calabash was brought with water in it. The eldest wife, standing out of reach of my feet this time,
again poured some water on my feet, and handed the rest to a woman who had been Eso’s latest wife until he
decided to add me to the list. She threw the rest of the water on the roof. When this is done, the bride should be
taken into the house so that some of the water coming down from the roof may fall on her head. It is the custom.
As soon as the water was thrown on the roof, I suddenly began to struggle so that the two men should not carry
me inside under the water that was trickling down from the roof. My struggles took them unaware so that for a
moment no hand at all was on me, but as I turned to fly I was seized very violently. The water had now all come
down from the roof, except for one or two drops, but they couldn’t go for water a third time.
I was carried across the threshold, some of those who carried me cursing under their breath and promising to
take it out of me once I was in their power as their kinsman’s new wife. I was taken into the innermost room of
the house, a very small room, and was locked in with two of the women of the house.
For a man to seize his fiancée and drag her by force to his house and make her his wife is no rare thing in our
village. If the man has paid the dowry and done all he should do for his fiancée, and the girl is so fond of her
parents’ house that she does not want to leave it, or if she favours another man’s attentions, it is quite on the cards
that her fiance will come one night, lure her out and carry her off.
After some time in my little prison, I heard the voices of my relatives in the parlour. They had come to ask that
I might be returned to them. All relatives always come with tears and supplications to take a seized bride back,
though they very seldom succeed. I knew my parents were glad Eso had taken me, but if they had not come
according to custom, they would have been accused of heartlessness. I heard my mother pleading tearfully—
crocodile tears!—and talking of what a help I was at home and how I should be allowed to stay with them some
months more. My sister was weeping loudly in real earnest. But soon they went away. They had not even been
allowed to see me.
Some time later, when Eso appeared at the door of the room, the two women rose to go. I said that they should
not go, and that if Eso came near me I should kill myself. I told Eso that he was getting into trouble by not letting
me go with my parents, and sooner or later I would have the law on him for kidnapping me. Was not that enough
trouble for him? I asked. Then I swore by one terrible god of war whom, as a warrior, Eso worshipped, that I
would kill myself if he did not leave me alone and go away. The women still stood in the room listening.
“If the girl is giving trouble, two of us can come and help you subdue her,” said one of Eso’s kinsmen,
showing his face at the door.
I felt hot all over. There I was, standing, looking defiantly at Eso with two women and a man looking on. The
latter guessed the situation.
“Shall I go and find another man?” he asked Eso.
Eso was deep in thought and he did not answer. I knew that if those two men came I was doomed. They would
leave the way open next morning for me to go home if I wanted to, and expect me back within ten months with a
baby in my arms. If that was the condition I knew I would not go back home. I should just stay and be a quiet
wife. That was why my parents had been told to come for me in the morning if they wanted me back.
The man went away to fetch another. Eso turned to the women.
“You two can go.” They knelt in salutation before they went from his presence.
“Why don’t you want to be my wife?” Eso asked me in a conciliatory tone, “I am rich and I can give you
anything you want.”
“I do not want your riches. I do not want to be your wife. Do you not yet have enough without me?”
“Oh! but come,” he said a trifle impatiently. “You’re mine, you know. Your parents gave you to me and
received a large sum as a dowry from me. If I let you go, where will they get the money to repay me?”
“I don’t know and I don’t care,” I said.
He moved nearer.
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“I tell you again, that if you come nearer, I will kill myself and you will be tried and hanged for murder,” I said
violently. “Better let me go,” I said more quietly. “You know that European missionary who came to our school
last year? He and his wife, a doctor, made friends with me. I have written letters to them and they know all about
you. They said that if ever I was in trouble I was to let them know, wherever they were. If you keep me here,
sooner or later they will come and help me get you into trouble for kidnapping me. Do you know that in Lagos
and places where Europeans are, people are not allowed to take wives by force?”
I got him there. All these village people are very much afraid of Europeans and European laws.
“That is certain future trouble for you,” I went on. “But if you lay a finger on me then be ready for an
ignominious death sooner or later. There are some things in my hand, which I have just taken from the pocket of
my lobi, and I can easily kill myself now. I have a small sharp knife and a needle here. I have some red ink
powder which is highly poisonous.”
Eso knew nothing about ink powder, so I could easily hoodwink him in that direction.
“There are still about five. paces between us. If you move one pace nearer, I will swallow the ink powder and
then cut my throat with the little knife your blacksmith nephew gave to me. If I die, my European friends will see
to it that you are not tried in this village where they may let you off very lightly, but in Lagos. The lands of your
family and all your property will be confiscated and you will be hanged.”
I then sat down on the mat, looking at him. When the man returned with another man, the position seemed to
be less defiant than before.
“Shall we come?” asked the first man doubtfully at the door. Eso pondered for a moment. Then,
“No, you can go,” he said.
I took a very deep breath. He closed the door and I rose up at once with my fears and my determination
renewed. But he lifted a screen which I had not noticed before and went into an adjoining room, where I soon
heard him snoring.
I sat alone, sleepless, in the little room. In the middle of the night the oil in the oil-lamp was used up and the
light went out. I got up and huddled first in one corner, then in another. A thousand fears were in my mind. At
daybreak Eso came out of the room where he had slept and passed out at the door without greeting me, though he
knew I was there in the darkness. As a matter of fact he had been doing some hard thinking as to how he should
get himself out of the embarrassing position in which he found himself.
*
His position was thus. He, Eso, had not been able to subdue a mere girl, whom he had bought with his money.
He could not reconcile himself to that. Yet, if he kept me with him, he feared he would get into trouble through
my European friends, as I had assured him he would. But a more immediate difficulty was to be faced. When he
went out at daybreak, his relatives would ask him, as was customary, if the bride had been virtuous. What would
he say? Yet they must not know that he and his bride had spent the night in separate rooms. If they knew, Eso
would be the laughing stock not only of the whole household but of the whole village. Such was Eso’s position.
“Eso has just come out of the room,” said somebody nearby. “He would have been the merest simpleton had he
not subdued that girl. He has spent an awful lot of money on her. He wasted money sending her to school and
after he had paid the dowry he had to give her mother some money to buy her clothes.”
I now understood where the new things my mother had bought for me had come from. The more I discovered
about how much Eso had spent on me, the more angry I was with the parents who had practically sold me.
However, Eso had answered the questions his relatives must have put to him about me; they all came and
smiled at me. The one who had volunteered to come with a companion and help Eso last night now came and
teasingly asked if I still wanted to go home. I said, “Yes,” and he said I would be allowed to go if I actually did
want to go. He laughed then and wondered whether my parents would like to feed another man’s wife. He left me
and went away.
Later in the morning my clothes—most of them the new ones paid for by Eso—were brought from my parents’
house. They brought me a well-cooked breakfast after I had had a cold bath which I asked for. They had sent my
small sister and many small cousins to be with me in Eso’s house until the first seven special days’ stay in my
husband’s house was over. After these seven days every bride is allowed to go and visit her parents for the first
time after leaving them. Then she settles down in her husband’s house and may have a small sister or two, or
nieces, to stay with her and run errands for her.
The breakfast they brought for me had been specially cooked, but I refused to eat. I feared that they might have
put some drug or other into the soup, as was the customary course adopted with stubborn brides. The whole
household came to beg me to eat—some asked me not to be shy. Some thought I was being stubborn. But
everybody did his or her best to try and make me eat. I would not eat.
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Lunch time came, and still I did not eat. In the evening my supper was left in the room in the hope that I might
eat it during the night when nobody was near. I did not eat it, but when in the night the oil in the lamp they left
with me and my small companions gave out, I was glad to find that the meat in the soup brought me at supper
time was good, fat pork. I washed the pieces of meat thoroughly in the water I was to have washed my hands in
before eating. When I thought I had washed it enough to free it from the ingredients of the soup, especially salt, I
separated the lean meat from the fat and left the former in the water. Out of the fat I squeezed as much water as I
could, and put the fat in the lamp to melt and act as oil. The wick gave a sickly flame and the melting fat had a
nasty smell, but it was better than no light at all. I did not sleep that night either.
I looked enviously at my little niece and sister and cousins sleeping soundly, fearing nothing.
In the morning one of Eso's younger wives came to clear away the food that had been left with me as my
supper. When she saw the food apparently untouched, she began to grumble at having to cook for someone who
would not eat the food. She interrupted her own grumblings with a loud peal of derisive laughter. She threw her
head back and laughed.
“So” (the scorn in the voice which was purposely loud enough for me to hear cannot be expressed on paper),
“So it is meat alone that our fine bride feeds on! Ha! ha! What an inexpensive bride to be sure! And she could
easily get costly food to eat, since her husband is so rich.” (She stressed the “her” as if Eso was not already the
husband of fifteen women, including herself.)
“Living on meat when there’s a European diet to be had for money! What an inexpensive taste! Why doesn’t
she ask for sardines (pronounced “sandin”) milk and cheese and bread and tea and wine?”
To simple village folk, everything imported seemed costly. Hence she thought tea, milk, cheese and sardines
would be much more expensive than meat. She continued to laugh scornfully until she left the room.
She was telling another of Eso's wives, a woman of about her own age, about it all when they found the lean
part of the meat in the water basin. Both of them laughed, jeered, and spoke with coarse loudness.
“Stranger and stranger!” they commented. “The bride who would not eat feeds only on fat. We had better tell
the Lord of Creation (an impertinent term for their domineering and close-fisted husband Eso) to buy a herd of
swine and get some swineherds, so that our fine educated lady can get fat to live on.”
In the middle of the night that had passed, I had somehow thought of abandoning resistance and becoming
Eso’s wife. Lack of food for a whole day and lack of sleep for two nights were thus combining to weaken my will.
But now, seeing what sort of women I should have to live with, and live under, as Eso’s wife, my determination
was again strengthened. I refused to touch my breakfast and treated my lunch in the same fashion. Everybody
came to ask me to eat. Everybody asked me what I wanted. I answered the questions all in the same words:
“I want to go home to my parents.”
“But wait till the seventh day has come and you can do as you like. Meanwhile, eat.”
I usually made no answer to them after that. In the evening I refused to eat an early supper they had brought.
Everybody about the place was now grumbling about the food and labour I was wasting. They decided that my
husband (in the eyes of all but myself and his frustrated self) should do something about it.
The men of the house called a meeting with Eso. They decided I was a very obstinate girl into whom they
would very much like to knock some sense, but they did not want anybody dying of starvation in their house. I
would get them into trouble. They decided that Eso should send me home that evening and later my parents would
send me back if they found I was to bear Eso’s child. I believe Eso valued his prestige more than anything else in
the world, for he could not tell them that he was surely losing me and that they could not expect any baby of his
from me. I believe he would not have told them to save his life. He pretended to agree with them in expecting me
back within a year.
Eso was indeed losing many things. He was losing the money he had spent on me, because he knew he would
now be unable to claim it from my parents, who had handed me over to him. He was losing the battle between me
and him, between my stubbornness and his love of subduing stubbornness in anyone. Only he himself knew the
full extent of what he was losing, and beside himself only I knew that he was losing anything at all. But his
prestige was more to him than all these things he was losing. He would hate to be the laughing stock of the whole
village.
And so Eso let me go.
*
It was my fifth evening at home; the seventh evening and the sixth day of my “marriage.” For all I was so
weak through hunger and lack of sleep, I had walked briskly enough to my parents’ house when I was released
from Eso’s, with two elderly women to come and explain the situation to my parents.
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I could never feel safe unless I was out of our village, for Eso might be making other plans for securing me.
The days I spent waiting for the reply to the clumsily respectful letter I had written were days of intense suspense.
And now I held the reply in my hand.
The boy to whom I had entrusted the letter, which I had written immediately after my return to my father’s
house, had not failed me. He was travelling to the town where my missionary friends lived, and had now returned.
After a fearful pause I opened the letter with trembling hands. It was a gracious reply to my plea for help. The
wife of the missionary was a doctor, and she ran a Nurses’ Training Centre. Her reply was to ask me to come to
her and she would train me as a nurse. At least that was enough plans for the next year (the training was a twelve
months’ training).
For me it was more than enough. I packed a few clothes into a little wicker portmanteau a school friend had
made for me. The town I was going to was eighteen miles from my village. To me it was an easy six hours’ tramp.
The motor service between our village and the town was very irregular owing to bad roads. Besides, if I were to
go by lorry, everybody would see me and I should probably be detained. I had done my packing secretly, or else
my parents would have sent for Eso to stop me from “running away.”
I could not sleep that night. I got up at about 3:30 a.m. and left the house at about 4:00, moving very quietly so
as not to rouse anybody. My joy at the freedom that seemed so near to me was greater than my fear of the
darkness.
I made my journey at morning-walk pace—an average of three and a half or four miles an hour. By 6 o’clock I
was about seven miles from our village. I reached the doctor’s at about 10 a.m., having had some minutes’ rest at
intervals on the way. When the doctor and her husband smiled at me and showed me where I was to live with the
other nurses in training I felt that I would never experience a happier moment than that in my life. At last I was
free and safe from all molestations.
There was “nothing so sweet” to me at that moment as my newly-gained freedom. I was free,free. . . .
287.77 Excerpt from A Nigerian Villager In Two Worlds\fn{by Dilinyelum Okafor-Omali (1927- )} Port Harcourt,
Rivers State, Nigeria (M) 9
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Nweke was born, as was the custom, in the open air, in the back yard of his mother’s compound (this being the
only comfortable concealed space in the compound), and was laid on a fresh plantain leaf. Immediately he
acknowledged his position in the world with a shrill cry. This was the traditional signal for him to be washed,
removed into the house, and laid on a plank on the floor called Mgbo.
The Mgbo is the special sleeping-place for both the mother and a newly born baby. It is constructed wide
enough to accommodate them. They are forbidden by custom to sleep in any other place except on the Mgbo.
Had Nweke been born a twin, he would not have been so treated. The birth of twins or deformed children was
considered in those days a great calamity. They were regarded as the incarnation of evil spirits whose mission it
was to seek vengeance for the concealed evil deeds of the parents or members of the family. Therefore twins were
thrown away into the “Bad Bush”.
It must be said that this was not done out of cruelty. There was nothing as strong in Nweke’s people as the
bond of affection between mother and child. But in this case mothers refused even to look at their children. It was
their belief that nature had a definite course, and anything contrary was an abomination. It was believed that if
such creatures were not destroyed, woes and calamities would be the lot of the people. To cast them away was a
sign of repentance, and immediately afterwards a sacrifice was made to appease the vengeful spirit and to cleanse
the compound. In those days it was an ill fate to have twins, but today it leads only to great feasting and merrymaking. This is one of the results of the early work of the missionaries in this area.
*
Nweke was circumcised between two and three native weeks\fn{ Eight to twelve days} after his birth, as custom
dictates. There are no formal ceremonies attached to this practice. All children, male and female, are circumcised.
*
Till three native weeks\fn{Twelve days} after the birth of a child, custom did not permit the mother to eat with
her husband. She could not appear in the husband’s sitting house\fn{ Obu; [but later on, the same-spelled word means
cuckoo; so we seem to have here to do with two separate words, both spelled the same, but meanings differentiated by the way these three
letters are pronounced:H]} and could not take part in any domestic work. Also she could not attend any funeral. She

was expected only to feed the child and be at ease.
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Further, the newly born baby could not appear in the obu. But when it was three native weeks old, the Ito-Nwa
ceremony was performed. At this ceremony the Mgbo on which the mother and the child slept was washed and
put away. Every compound was expected to have one or two of these to be used on any occasion of childbirth.
Custom then permitted both the mother and child to sleep anywhere.
The mother, now cleansed from her childbirth pollution, could attend to her husband and eat with him. She was
free to take part in domestic work and other activities.
And most important, the child was formally brought into the obu. This ceremony was principally the concern
of the Umunna\fn{The extended family:W} of the child.
At the Ito-Nwa ceremony, in the presence of all the members of his Umunna, Nweke was formally taken into
the Obu by his mother. The senior man in the Umunna then officiated and received him. He poured a libation of
palm wine and kola on the Okpensi,\fn{ A large dumbell-shaped piece of wood representing the spirit of the ancestor which has
been reborn in the child, and whose identity has been determined by competent authority—in this case, the local diviner (or, as he was
usually called in my country when I was a child, “medicine man” or (because that term was normally assiciated with native Americans),
“witch-doctor”} said prayers, presented him to his ancestors and blessed him. The members of the Umunna were

feasted with wine and boiled yam and vegetables.
The occasion on which Nweke was received was said to be very remarkable; there had never been one as
grand in his father’s compound. We have already seen the reason for this—his uncle had had an unusually
successful harvest. He therefore did not hesitate to contribute plenty of yams and palm wine for Nweke’s
Umunna.
This period was a continued period of feasting in the compound. Four native weeks\fn{Sixteen days} after his
Ito-Nwa ceremony, i.e. seven native weeks\fn{Twenty-eight days} after his birth, the Asa-Nwa ceremony followed.
*
The Asa-Nwa ceremony is the naming ceremony and is far more elaborate than the Ito-Nwa. It is the concern
not only of the Umunna, but of the whole village. Friends and relatives are usually invited from other villages,
and even from outside the village-group. The Umunna of the mother is also specially invited. Before this cere mony, though the mother is free to take part in domestic work, she is not permitted to attend the market.
Parents and grandparents are principally concerned in the naming of the child. Each may give a name to the
child. Any other person approved by the family is also at liberty to give a name, and will then present special
naming gifts to the child. In some cases, four or five people give names. One might wonder how it is possible for
a child to answer to so many names. But it often happens that one popular name displaces all the other. This is
generally decided by the mother, who refers to the child by a favourite name. The child learns from its mother,
and eventually the whole village accepts the name. People who give names and wish the child to be known and
called by that name make a special request to the mother with presents. But mothers are so influenced only under
special circumstances. In some cases, however, the child uses both a first and second name.
Seven native weeks after Nweke’s birth, the Asa-Nwa ceremony was performed. There was a grand assemblage of people. The senior man of Nweke’s Umunna presided. After the traditional breaking of kola nuts, Nweke
was handed over to the senior man, who formally presented him to his people, and he was greeted with vociferous
cheers. As the parents and others gave him names, the senior man announced them to the people. Next, still as
custom provides, he put into his hands a hoe and a matchet, the chief farm implements, and said,
“My son, with these farm implements your father lived well. We call on you to acquaint yourself with them
properly and be hard working. We wish you good fruits of your labour. Live, grow, and wax strong.”
Drinks and food were served at the gathering.
The senior man of his family gave the name Nweke and his mother often called him by this name. Hence other
children learnt it, and it soon became his popular name.
*
The day of birth, special circumstances at the birth, or events occurring at the same time, generally suggest to
parents names for their children. This can be illustrated by the names which Nweke himself, in later years, gave to
his children. When his wife delivered her first child, the author, she laboured continuously for three complete
days. Nweke was greatly worried about what might happen to his wife and the child at this difficult time of childbirth. Everybody, including the midwife, grew exceedingly anxious. But at 1 p.m. on the third day of her labour—
the sun at its zenith full and bright—she smoothly gave birth to a male child.
Nweke was in his working place but hurried home when the news reached him. The child was born strong and
had a pleasing appearance. Hence, Nweke was always fond of him. At his baptism he gave him a second name
Dilinyelum (Dilim for short) meaning: Be with me. His wife, recollecting her continued agony during her labour,
believed that God had helped her. She therefore felt bound to express her feelings by giving him a third name,
Chukwuemeka, meaning: God has done well.
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In Nweke’s village, children are generally described by their mothers’ name because of the polygamous nature
of the society. For example, if a mother's name is Nwije and the child’s name is Okoye, he is generally referred to
as Okoye Nwije.
Nweke’s mother’s name was Tigada, and by this system he was popularly known from childhood as Nweke
Ugada. In any section of the village-group he was identified by this name. The popularity of his mother was in his
early days responsible for his own popularity. Had he been referred to as Nweke Okafor no one would have recognized him.
To complete his birth ceremonies, his mother made a formal presentation of herself at the market, and became
free to attend the markets and go anywhere. This ceremony is called Afla Nwa.
*
The next childhood ceremony is that called Agu, or Igba Agu. There is no fixed time for it but it is performed
at the convenience of the father or his representative. It is not necessarily accompanied by feasting. The father in vites a diviner, who names the ancestor whose reincarnation the child is. When this is determined, a big dumbbell-shaped piece of wood called Okpensi is prepared to represent this ancestor of the child. In the Obu, the
Okpensi of all the members of the family are kept together. On them kola and libations of palm wine are poured,
and to them prayers are said on behalf of any member of the family.
When the senior man in a family kills fowls, he gives the ancestors their share and asks them to make the meal
nourishing by sprinkling the blood on the Okpensi and sticking patches of feather to it.
*
After this ceremony, the Little ofo is provided for the child. The Little ofo is the ritual staff of each individual
in the family. The staff is a branchlet of a sacred tree.
The ofo is a symbol of truth and guidance and represents the ancestors. It is given to the child to bring him
nearer to his ancestor, who is his spiritual guardian. There is also the family ofo which protects the whole family
and is held by the senior member of the family. The last type of ofo is that held by only titled men. It is the title
staff of public authority.
The titled men are the leaders of public opinion. It is believed that if they spoke falsely, as holders of ofo they
would be killed by the ancestors. The efficacy of the ofo is so much esteemed that whoever denies any allegation
is brought to swear on it, and if he swears falsely it is expected that evil will come on him.
The diviner looked into Nweke’s case and announced that he was the reincarnation of his grandfather Qmali
Ukam. Nweke was then given his Little ofo.
*
The next and final childhood ceremony is that called Amanwulu. Like the Agu, there is no fixed time for it.
This ceremony permits one to take a title at a later date. It is the equivalent of a certificate or passport to travel.
Thus Nweke completed his childhood ceremonies.
He had done the Ito-Nwa, which qualified him to enter his father’s house, and he had been formally presented
to his ancestors.
He had done the Asa-Nwa, by which he took a name, and he had been formally presented to his people and
wished a successful life.
He had done the Agu, by which the Diviner proved he was the reincarnation of his grandfather Qmali Ukam,
and he took his Little ofo.
He had done the Amanwulu, which qualified him to take a title when he was prepared.
These are the responsibilities of any father to his son. The father must also help the son when he wishes to
marry. But other matters are the personal responsibility of the son, for instance, the taking of a title.
However, Nweke, because he became a Christian, could not take a title.
*
The custom of inheritance is that the father's property passes to his eldest son, and the mother’s property to her
youngest son.
The eldest son is called the Qkpala and he represents the father, manages his property, controls his compound
and holds the family ofo. He is expected to direct the property in the best interest of the other children. The most
important part of the father’s property is the land. This is communal property, and no member of the family has
the right to alienate any part of it without the consent of all the other members of the family.
The mother’s property may include her house and the adjoining garden (every wife has a house in her hus band’s compound), her personal farm land, palm trees, livestock and cooking utensils.
Nweke was the third and the youngest son of his mother and therefore inherited her property. He also had a
share in the communal land of the village and eventually acquired personal land.
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When he was thirteen days old, custom permitted Nweke to sleep anywhere and no longer on the first sleeping
place, the Mgbo. His next sleeping place was more luxurious—a mat on the bedstead, a mud platform, in his
mother’s house.
He had no other nourishment than the breast and sips of water till he learnt to eat.
*
According to his mother, when he was about three months old he was strong enough to take his position on her
back. She told me that for a short period after this time he was always with her—feeding on her lap and sleeping
on her back most of the day while she did domestic work. He expressed dis satisfaction whenever he was away
from his mother.
Nweke’s people regarded this period of life as important, because during it was formed the bond of affection
between mother and child. Mothers were always treated with honour and respect by their children. Their opinions
were seldom disputed. Sometimes there might be misunderstandings, but they were soon forgotten. It was the
height of indignity for anybody to hold an altercation with his mother. Anybody who neglected his mother was
completely condemned in this society.
Today, most people still regulate their behaviour in accordance with their mothers' wishes. It is common to
hear people in difficulties say,
“Oh! If it were not for my mother, I would have finished my life in the river and put an end to these worries.”
*
Nweke was only four months old when his mother entrusted him completely to the care of a baby-nurse.
Baby-nurses were generally children of about eight to ten years. It was their duty to take care of the child and
keep him playing while the mother was busy in the compound or at the farm or market. Every time the child expressed his feelings of hunger by crying, the nurse poured sips of water into his mouth. This gave him some satis faction and it was repeated till the mother was back home to give the breast.
This work was usually done by members of the child’s family or extended family, or by a close relation of the
mother with good personal qualifications. It was a matter of pride for children to have such an assignment and
they were happy to be relieved, to some extent, from domestic work.
*
Nweke, like other children, had his mother as his best companion till he was about three years old. The period
between births was usually three years, and then the first child was expected to give way to the next. When the
next child came, the mother’s attention went more to him, while the older child was expected to be in the com pany of his playmates.
Some children after this period still tended to attach themselves to their mothers with their constant wor ries.
Some mothers disliked such inconvenience, and in annoyance would say peremptorily,
“Will you go and join your mates or do you think you are not yet above the age of suckling? Will you get out!”
In the event of the child’s being stubborn, he was forced out of the mother’s house. In many cases he would re main outside the gate of the mother's compound, crying and beating himself on the ground. A relative, or sometimes the mother, would eventually come to pick him up and stop him from crying. Most children with non-indulgent mothers behaved in this way not more than three times before they learnt to take their right place among their
fellow children.
Nweke took his proper place among his fellow children at the proper time. He then watched others and developed more quickly than if he had been always with his mother. Children at this period begin to think less of their
dependence on their mother, and it may be said that this marks the beginning of the individualistic tendency in
Nweke's people.
*
It was the daily routine for men and women to leave home to work on the farm, or to go to the market. Until
they were old enough to work with them, children were always left behind. It is interesting to note what happened
to them at home while the parents were away.
This was the period of petty warfare and kidnapping and it was the practice for an invader to attack a com pound and kidnap the children in the absence of the parents. Sometimes the invader was from a distant place, but
often he was a hostile neighbour. To conceal the children from such invaders, a special house called Uno Nga was
built at the centre of the compound, and there the children were kept till the parents returned.
The compound had a mud wall round it, with a narrow entrance gate, whose door was made of strong iroko
wood. The gate faced the Obu, the father’s sitting house, to enable the father, or any person sitting there, to see
quickly anyone coming into the compound. To make sure that everyone entering the compound was announced,
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objects capable of making sharp noises when touched were hung on the door. Often iron gongs were used, and the
slightest touch on the door was heard within.
A few years ago, I entered the compound of the oldest man in the village, a man renowned for his valour in his
younger days, and I left open the gate of the compound. The old man looked hard at me and said,
“My boy, when I was like you, I did not make such a mistake. In our time, I do not think you would have
passed through a gate without taking care to shut it. I do not blame you, this is the white man’s age when there is
no more danger.”
Within the compound, the wife’s house was also walled round, so that should an invader get into the com pound he could not easily penetrate to the Mkpuke, the wife’s house where the children live with their mother.
Moreover, at the centre of the compound a “Strong House” was built. This house was single-roomed, the area
about 10 feet by 10 feet, with thick walls. Only one narrow door led into it, and the few small openings for venti lation were made high up on the walls. The ground floor had a ceiling of mud at a height of about 12 feet. The
walls were built up another 3 feet and then roofed with mat. There was therefore both a ground floor and a first
floor. The children were locked in the ground floor room when their parents went to the farm or to the market.
This made it extremely difficult for invaders to molest the children.
This Ung Nga was also used for other purposes. Valuables and war materials were kept in it. In wartime, the
movement of enemies outside was watched through the small holes on the walls of the first floor. Entrance into
the first floor was only by a ladder through a narrow opening in the ceiling of the ground floor. The ladder was removed immediately after use, and hidden in a corner of the room.
Prisoners of war were tied up near the Ung Nga. They not only had their hands tied, but were fastened by the legs
to a mud block called Qgba near the house.
Not every compound had this building. It was expensive to construct, and one was sufficient for a group of
compounds. There was none in Nweke’s father's compound, but his children were concealed in one in a neighbouring compound.
*
Nweke’s mother told me that he was born strong and robust. She was very emphatic about this. When I asked
her why she laid such stress on the words “strong” and “robust”, she said that it was a source of great pride to
mothers of that time to have healthy children. The ill health of children was a great embarrassment to mothers.
She remembered how healthy Nweke had been and how happy she then was that he did not have the troubles
which many other children had.
Of course she realized how much easier it was for mothers today, when the ailments of children could be
treated more effectively and easily. But although many modern cures for diseases had been introduced, she
thought the physical sturdiness of the people had deteriorated.
This seems to be true. In past times, people prided themselves on their physique. They worked hard under the
sun and defied the weather. These exercises and exposure to the sun made them stouter and stronger, and they
were tougher than the people of this time, who spend less time under the sun and more time indoors and who
therefore develop jellylike features.
*
The care of children in those days was the individual responsibility of the mother. The commonest ailment
with children then was fever. As soon as the mother observed the symptom of high temperature, she carefully and
skilfully pressed the stomach to feel whether there was constipation or not. If the child was constipated, she gave
him a purge. It was the general belief that with a free stomach all ordinary ailments of the body would disappear.
The purge was the juice of a leaf called Kpupku Nmia. A child requires just a small quantity of this liquid. If
the illness continued, a further concoction of leaves was administered. If the child was still sick, the mother be came very worried and consulted her husband and women of experience, who could recommend some other form
of treatment.
If the condition became severe, as a last resort a doctor was consulted.
He was a diviner who could find out if any evil deed had been committed for which the gods required appeasement. It was the belief that any severe illness was an expression of anger by the gods. The diviner always had
something to say, and would after due consultation with his apparatus make his declaration.
*
Once Nweke fell ill and the Diviner was consulted. He said that Nweke’s grandfather, whose reincarnation he
was, demanded a feast for the children in the compound in honour of Nweke. First, however, a white cock, two
kola nuts and a keg of palm wine, he said, should be offered to the ancestor at a shrine in the village. In addition,
he recommended that Nweke’s body be smeared with camwood and a special concoction.
His mother got these things ready, and on the appointed day appeared before the priest of the village shrine.
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Some members of Nweke’s family accompanied her to the shrine. The priest took up a kola and said the usual
prayers.
“We have come to appease this boy’s ancestor through you.\fn{The shrine} With this kola we pray you to
harken unto our demand of this morning and let this boy enjoy his portion of life.”
The priest then split the kola, placed a piece on the special stone on the mud shrine, and shared the remaining
kola with the members of Nweke’s family who were present. The other kola nut he kept for himself. He also
poured libation of wine on the shrine. Finally he killed the cock and sprinkled the blood around the shrine.
Patches of feathers were stuck to the drops of blood. The remaining palm wine was drunk by the priest and the
members of the family. Nweke's mother cooked the cock in a pot and presented it to the children of the com pound. Finally, the concoction recommended by the diviner was applied to Nweke’s body the following day.
Four days after the ceremony, Nweke recovered from his illness. According to native belief, the sacrifice appeased the gods, who allowed the full curing effect of the concoction. This method of treatment is now giving
way to modern medical attention.
*
When Nweke was about three years old, his father fell ill and died.
His mother continued to live in her husband’s compound with her husband’s other wife, and the children of the
two wives grew up together.
Nweke’s mother worked hard on the farm to grow food for her children. She also made money by trading. Her
dead husband’s brothers helped her with the training of Nweke in his early days.
5

The training of a child was the concern of the mother till he was about six years old. Before Nweke was a year
old, he was taught to chew mashed cooked yam and gradually he learnt to eat without assistance. He was com pelled to wash or clean his hands before he ate, and if any food fell on the ground, the dirt was carefully removed
before it was eaten. He therefore soon learned to keep his food clean.
At the same time he was taught obedience. His mother or other members of the family would give him a piece
of yarn or fruit, and then demand it back again. Nweke usually obeyed, but occasionally, when he felt the gift very
dear to him, he was reluctant to give it up, and pressure had to be brought to bear on him to do what was against
his will.
He was also taught to refrain from talking while eating, and to say “thank you” for any gift made to him. As
soon as he learnt to speak fairly well, his mother sent him on minor domestic errands.
But when he joined his fellow children in sweeping his mother’s house and compound, he did so of his own
free will. This was the first business in the morning and Nweke, like many other children, then asked what next he
could do for his mother. His mother’s expression of delight when he did an errand quickly, and her scolding when
he was slow at it, soon taught him to carry out all her instructions promptly.
He grew up obedient and respectful, and as body and mind developed, he assisted his mother more and more in
the strenuous domestic labour. With a small pot specially provided for him, he fetched water from the stream. At
noon, he collected firewood in the company of other children. Continuing his education, he learnt to light the fire
for his mother and to roast or boil yams for himself.
And the traditional stories, which were told to all children on moonlit nights, provided Nweke with moral education. The shining moonlight was alluring to all—men, women, boys and girls. They enjoyed story-telling,
wrestling and singing till late in the night. Nweke was still an infant, and as long as they were infants, boys and
girls played together. They played under the watchful eye of the older children, those who were in the second age
grade, and they were instructed by them what they should do and not do in their moonlight games.
Story-telling was always part of the moonlight play. The children sat in a ring with the story-teller at one end.
As he told stories, the children listened attentively and joined in the choruses when the stories were sung. Many
children had favourite stories and would request to hear them again and again. These stories moulded the minds of
the children. Here are some instances of the type of story Nweke heard.
*
“Once there lived a very wealthy man. Instead of marrying one wife, and then waiting some years before mar rying another, as other men do, he married two wives from two different villages on the same day, and they came
to his house together. In front of his kinsmen, he spoke to the two new wives and said that he had taken them to gether for a reason.
“He had seen and heard, he said, many quarrels in polygamous families, and these were mainly due to the
domineering attitude of the first wife or else to the insubordination of the junior wife. To avoid this, he had ar326

ranged matters so that neither of his wives could claim superiority over the other. Hence they would regard each
other as equals and he and they would live together happily.
“It happened as he said. They lived happily together and after about a year each wife was brought to bed of a
female child. These children were exceedingly beautiful and looked astonishingly alike. Their father made a great
feast and named them Anyanwu\fn{Sun} and Onwa.\fn{Moon}
“When they grew up, they loved each other, and behaved well towards each other. Their father was pleased,
since his theory appeared to work.
“But it happened that one of the wives gave birth, this time to a male child, while the other was not even preg nant. The mother of the one child grew worried since her companion had out-done her by having two children.
Then she began to hate the other woman and at length to quarrel with her. She became even more angry when the
woman she hated did not take the quarrels seriously, and she decided to do her serious harm, by killing the
woman’s daughter Anyanwu.
“She prepared a poison which she gave to this girl and the girl died suddenly. Everyone in the village was sad
when they heard the news and Anyanwu’s half-sister Qnwa refused food and wept bitterly day and night. Then,
one day, as she was walking through a small farm near the village, a voice came to her from above, which was
like that of Anyanwu. The voice came again, this time more distinctly, and it sang sadly the following words:
“‘Qnwa! Qnwa! Qnwa!!! My beloved sister, your mother took away my life suddenly. She has done the worst
she could. Please take heart and comfort yourself. It was poison from the cruel hands of your mother that killed
me.’
“When Qnwa heard this she grew frantic. Running back home, she spread the news and pointing to her mother
said, ‘Kill me too!’, and continued to weep bitterly. At night she stole out of her house and was found the next
morning dead in the village stream.”
*
The purpose of this story is plain. There was always jealousy and quarrelling between half-brothers and sisters
in a polygamous family, but this was controlled, unconsciously of course, by the impression made on the minds of
children by such stories as that of the love between the two half-sisters Anyanwu and Qnwa.
Nwekc was particularly influenced by this story, as he came from a polygamous family. His father had two
wives, and like Anyanwu and Qnwa, whose friendship he admired, his thought was always how to keep peace
with his half-brothers and how to prevent quarrels.
Another story continues with the relationship between brothers and sisters.
*
“Once upon a time there lived two sons of a king, Chike and Nwike. Chike was a quiet and good-looking boy
with a very thoughtful disposition. Nwike was uncommonly handsome and well made, but he was full of talk and
careless in behaviour.
“The king was equally fond of both sons. To encourage them to understand and love each other, he always as signed duties to them together and gave equal presents to them.
“One day he sent them to a stream to collect some herbs for him. Soon after their arrival, an old woman came
down to the stream with a basket of breadfruits. The woman started washing the breadfruits, and turning to them
said,
“‘My good young princes, lovely things you are, and equally lovely is your father, whom I knew from his early
years. If you are really good boys you will not hesitate to help an old woman at work.’
“They had learned to be kind and helpful, so they completely took over the work from her. The work finished,
she addressed them again—
“‘Thank you, good boys. I know you are here on an errand, but your father will not be angry with you if you
tell him you returned late because you carried my basket home for me, an old woman.’
“They agreed to assist her. Her home was a good distance off, and, on arrival, they found that to enter her room
they had to go through a series of winding passages. Then she offered them a seat and went away. Wise Chike
watched the old woman carefully, since he began to feel that she did not mean them well. He therefore warned his
brother that, if the woman brought food, they ought to compel her to eat with them, and not eat until she had
eaten.
“Coming back, she brought food and in very soothing language presented it to them. Careless Nwike began to
eat regardless of his brother’s warning. One of his fingers was immediately paralysed. But Chike would only eat
what the woman ate.
“Now this old woman was a fairy disguised, and wished to kill these boys. Chike sensed this and was anxious
to leave. But since it was late, and they were afraid to go home in the dark, they slept in the woman’s house.
“Before dawn the following day, Chike woke Nwike and told him it was time to run away, otherwise they
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would be killed. He recited some magic spells:
“‘You doors, you gates, open and shut as we pass along.’ The doors, which were locked, opened and closed as
they passed.
“The old woman immediately pursued them. Since they had run far away she had to use her magical power.
She took out a horn and sounded a magical note which ordered Nwike, who was al ready caught by the poison she
had put in the food, to die.
“‘My horn, my horn, knock down Nwike for me. Knock him down, knock him down. I have already got him.’
“She blew. Chike heard the sound and saw Nwike fall down dead. Chike ran away into the bush.
“The old woman found Nwike dead and was happy. She ran home to get a calabash to collect his blood, and
left by his body her magic charms, including her horn. Chike seized the opportunity to save his brother. He ran out
of the bush, took the horn and sounded a different tune.
“‘Nwike, get up! Nwike, get up!! and run away with me.’
“Nwike got up and they ran towards their home. They arrived home late in the evening, to be received with
joy, for the whole town was anxious about the safety of the two princes. And Chike kept the old woman’s magic
horn.
“'When it came to relating the story of their adventure, Nwike did all the talking and attributed the success of
their adventure to himself. He was highly honoured for his supposed bravery. The following day, he was dressed
in princely robes, and carried to the market-place, amidst dances and cheers, for a ceremonial parade. Nobody
paid attention to Chike, who sat quietly by the fireside, thinking of the treachery and ingratitude of his brother.
“But as Nwike was showing off at the centre of the market, Chike took the horn and blew the tune the old
woman had blown, and Nwike immediately fell down dead. Sorrow succeeded merriment in the market.
“When Nwike’s funeral was being prepared a wise palm wine tapper approached the king and suggested that
he ask the prince by the fireside, who had not said a word, for his own version of the story of their adventure,
which perhaps had something to do with the sudden death of Nwike. At first Chike refused to make a statement.
Then at last he took up the old woman’s horn and blew his own tune, which restored Nwike to life. The true story
of their adventure was then told, and Chike was rewarded with the highest title in the land and proclaimed the heir
to the throne.”
The moral of this story was pointed out by the story-teller:
“When your brother has done you good, thank him, and think how you can help him too. Thus you will be useful to each other.” He added,
“Anyone like Nwike, who falsely tries to take the glory due to another, will surely be punished. Do not tell
your mother that you swept her house when she went to the market, if it was not you who really did the work.”
Another story warns children to run errands quickly.
*
“God created the world with all its inhabitants and beauties. One day he thought of the fate of man. He called a
tortoise and a dog, and sent them to the people in the world. To the dog he said,
“‘Go and tell the people in the world that they will live and never die!’ To the tortoise he said,
“‘Go and tell the people in the world that they will live and die.’
“God was thinking of these two alternatives for man, but could not decide which he would allow. He therefore
decided that he would despatch these two messages to the world, and whichever reached the people first would
operate. He sent the dog and the tortoise with the messages, and he sent them away at the same time.
“To begin with, the dog ran faster than the tortoise, and would have brought good news to the world had he
continued at the same rate. But when he had gone about half-way on his journey, he saw a pot of oil by the way side. He was attracted by it, and, with the confidence that he ran faster than the tortoise, felt that he could enjoy
part of it. He intended to watch to see the tortoise pass, and then overtake him again. But he found the oil so delicious that he did not notice the tortoise pass. When he was satisfied with the oil, he sauntered into the world, confident that he was to do a good work. But, to his great astonishment, the tortoise had already reached the destina tion and delivered his message.
“The people, however, did not like the tortoise’s message and appealed to God. But he turned down their ap peal with regret.” The story concludes,
“If the dog had not loitered on the way, the fate of man today could have been to live and never die. So you can
see that it is not good to loiter when you are sent on an errand, but to go straight away and do it.”
Children were also warned not to be lazy, but to work hard at their farming lessons.
*
“There once lived a king, who was very rich as a result of his labours. But his son, on the contrary, was very
lazy, which made the king very unhappy. So he advised his son to attend his farm regularly and to join in the
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work. Thus he would learn to take charge of it, and keep up his wealth after his father’s death. But the prince did
not pay heed to his father's warnings, but was mainly concerned with putting on gorgeous princely apparel and
gossiping everywhere under the escort of his father’s slaves.
“At length the wealthy king died, and immediately a peasant living near the king’s farm claimed the whole
farm. The prince could not identify his father’s land, and therefore could not make a strong protest to the peasant
occupying his father’s property. He exhausted the amount of money in his possession, and, when nothing more
was forthcoming, he wept bitterly for his mistakes in the past.
“His kind father heard his voice and was moved with pity. He pleaded to God to send him back to the world to
settle the matter rightly. But the peasant prayed to God that no dead man should rise again. The prayer of the peas ant was heard, and so the king was not allowed to rise again.
“The idle prince lived unhappily, depending on his father’s slaves for his daily bread—he who formerly
walked about in gorgeous apparel under their escort.”
From such stories, various ideas and morals were inculcated into the minds of children.
*
At about the age of seven, Nweke passed to his next tutor, his uncle, from whom he acquired more knowledge
of farming, local history and language. His uncle took a special interest in him and was his best friend.
One bright morning, after the usual domestic work and breakfast, he was called upon to accompany his senior
relatives to the farm. He leaped with joy and was ready to join the team in no time. On the way to the farm, he
carried a senior relative’s hoe. At the farm, he was employed either in removing grass or in running some minor
errands.
As his muscles developed, he learned the use of the matchet and the hoe in clearing the bush, he learned to
make ridges, he learned to make mats for roofing. And he also learned to plant yams, to train the tendrils, to plant
corn, to weed and to mark the farm boundary. Thus, within a short time he became a good worker on the farm.
The farmers usually returned home in the afternoon. After resting a little, Nweke accompanied his uncle to var ious appointments, carrying his stool for him. The appointments included family meetings, feasts, ceremonial per formances at the shrine, and sports such as wrestling contests and dances.
By accompanying his uncle, Nweke had the privilege of meeting senior men and of listening to many of their
conversations, their stories, and their proverbs, some of which he learnt.
It was rare then for a child to mix with the elders and hear the traditional stories. A child like Nweke, who did,
increased his knowledge of traditional history and village language.
*
These old men had a peculiar fashion of making formal speeches in proverbs, so that only those conversant
with the proverbs could follow their discussions. An interesting incident happened in the olden days, which will
illustrate how these proverbs were used and how they could be misunderstood. The story goes thus.
Once, Nweke’s people allied with a neighbouring town to invade and overthrow another neighbouring town.
They agreed to do this on a certain day. Nweke’s people told their allies to act according to the proverb—” Onye
biako nya nwulu obu naka!”—which means, “Everyone who is coming should come with the obu!”
Obu is the name for the African cuckoo, which cries out just before dawn. By its cry people know that day is
coming. Hence, by this proverb, Nweke’s people meant that both parties should assemble in the morning, before
dawn.
But the neighbouring town took the proverb literally. They assembled at the correct time, but, instead of going
to meet Nweke’s people, went out into the bush, hunting for cuckoos!
At the appointed time Nweke’s people, not seeing their colleagues, carried out the attack alone. It was not until
after dawn that their allies joined them. Asked what was responsible for their not keeping the assignation, they
said,
”Did you not tell us to come with a cuckoo when we came?”
Nweke’s people thereupon burst out laughing, and, up to the present time, they ridicule the people of this
neighbouring town for their behaviour on this occasion.
At this stage, Nweke’s training in village life ended. Very abruptly he was taken out of the village, to live in a
society in close contact with Western Culture. It was the coming of the white man which brought radical changes
into the village. We shall now see how he came and what changes followed. …
56.21 Excerpt from Blade Among The Boys: “Death Of A Game”\fn{by Onuora Nzekwu (1928Kaduna State, Nigeria (M) 3
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)}

Kafanchan,

Izualor looked around the oval-shaped village square. Hundreds of male spectators whose ages ranged from
seven to sixty years stood, squatted or sat down along its edge. They had all come to watch the game of ili-ude.
Ili-ude had developed into Ado’s most popular traditional sporting activity. It was a variety of “catch-if-youcan.” In it one village was pitched against the remaining six, every Saturday between November and March each
year. The village whose turn it was, represented by three otu-iche masqueraders. These masqueraders gave chase
to young athletes from all the other villages with the primary purpose of catching as many of them as possible.
Some distance behind the male spectators, a few girls and women found themselves vantage points from which
to watch the sport. The square itself was still in confusion. Athletes mixed freely with the masqueraders each of
whom was attended by two men holding fans.
As Patrick watched, a small wooden drum was sounded. It was a signal that the masqueraders were ready to
start. An attendant followed it up with shouts of “Olue o!” “Olue o!” “Olue o!} Immediately, things began to sort
themselves out. The masqueraders were alone with their attendants in the center of the square. They formed a
triangle with sides about forty feet long and were busy throwing unripe oranges as hard as stones at the athletes,
who stood in twos and threes all around them but well out of reach, teasing and taunting them. A group of boys
with bags of oranges slung across their shoulders ensured a steady flow of missiles for the use of the masqueraders. The athletes ducked as oranges flew past them. Some, novices in the game, went further away to the
entrance into the square the better to avoid the oranges and save themselves the disgrace of being caught on this,
their first appearance.
Oranges flew about. Some hit their target with a thud but the athletes bore the pain smiling. This was no game
for a weakling but for anyone who considered himself man enough to display his courage publicly. One of the
oranges hit Izualor where he stood on the edge of the square. He considered this enough invitation to participate
in the game. He was a keen ili-ude enthusiast. He meant to stage a come-back now he was back at home. He was
sure he was still as good a sportsman as he used to be before he left home. He stripped off his shirt, loosened his
lapa and handed them over to his companion.
“Take care of these,” he said, standing in his shorts and vest. “I am going into that triangle. I’ll go into it
several times and I’ll beat them to it each time they come after me.”
“Good luck to you,” was all Patrick found to say, and he meant it.
Izualor braved the oranges which flew in all directions round him as he advanced. He dodged as many of them
as he could and slowly walked his way into the triangle. Two masqueraders saw him advancing and dropped the
oranges they held preparatory to giving chase.
As soon as he was within the triangle one of the masqueraders, under advice from his attendant, began to
advance upon him. The other two and their attendants were keenly watching Izualor’s movements though they
pretended not to notice him. The approaching masquerader was almost upon him when he turned and ran. He
made for the wide gap between the other two masqueraders but they were fast in cutting off his escape. The three
of them were almost upon him. He ducked and almost fell on his right side. Had his pursuers not stopped as suddenly as he had ducked, they would have bumped heavily into each other. As it was, they only lost balance and
only one of them fell. Izualor got up and ran, and the spectators cheered him for this display. But he was not yet
out of danger, for the other two masqueraders recovered quickly and were close behind him. He guessed he would
be caught and he ducked a second time, sitting squarely on the ground, his feet outspread. Each of the masqueraders tripped over one of his legs and fell. Izualor rose amidst more applause. Before he knew it the third masquerader was upon him. He cleverly dodged him and sprinted for the exit from the square, hotly followed by the
masquerader. Other athletes dodged and feinted out of their way, only to run after them, booing and jeering at the
masquerader and trying to distract him from his quarry. After some fifty yards the masquerader gave up the chase.
For a long time no one dared enter the triangle. The spectators called for action and the masqueraders gave chase
indiscriminately. This chase yielded profit. The masquerader who was first to fall in the square caught a boy, who,
in his struggle to escape, was lifted if the ground, and thrown. He fell with a thud and the spectators jeered at him.
The small wooden drum was beaten to announce the catch. The boy rose and walked off the ground, for the rule
of the game was that, once caught, an athlete was out for the day.
There was another spell of quiet before another chase was given. Another masquerader chose a boy who bent
down to remove a thorn from the sole of his left foot. Just as he was getting up, the masquerader was upon him,
his arms encircling the boy’s chest. The boy acted before he could be declared caught. He bent himself double,
stiffening his muscles as he did so, and heaved. The masquerader caught off balance, was lifted off the ground and
thrown off the boy’s back.
About fifteen minutes had been spent on this square when the athletes decided it was time to move on to the
next square. One of them raised a song:
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Ado come together let’s brave the odds
Mme mme ho-ho!
Ado come together let’s brave the odds
Mme mme ho-ho!
Mme mme ho-ho! We’re braving it well
Mme mme ho-ho!

The sportsmen sang lustily and, as they did so, the small wooden drum was beaten to signify that the masqueraders approved of a change of ground. The crowd broke and moved. Izualor was congratulated all the way on his
beautiful performance, until the athletes settled down in the next square. The drum was again beaten and oranges
flew. Izualor had inspired a number of athletes who now entered the triangle. The masqueraders gave chase and
caught three of them. For some time after this no one entered the triangle, until Izualor once more took the field.
The masqueraders and their attendants rounded up on him this time, determined to catch him. He successfully
dodged them and sprinted for safety with the three masqueraders in full pursuit. Just as he had almost made it, an
attendant to one of the masqueraders tripped him up and as he staggered his pursuers caught up with him and held
him fast.
Izualor was so angry that he made no attempt to escape. There were shouts of “No! No!” from the sportsmen
and the spectators who constituted the referees. Even the women from their vantage points did a most unusual
thing. They too shouted their protests against the foul game. Izualor promised to have his revenge on the man who
tripped him up whenever it was the turn of his village to supply the team of masqueraders, for he was certain to be
one of the attendants to the masqueraders.
Just as it was getting to the time to move on to the next village square, Izualor once more went into the
triangle. One of the masqueraders, in utter frustration, went after him. He dodged and feinted amidst great
applause from the spectators. Then the masquerader caught hold of his vest. Izualor struggled, but his vest was a
new one and wouldn’t tear to let him escape. The attendant who earlier on had tripped up Izualor was four paces
away from the struggling pair. He thought quickly, for he did not want Izualor to get away this time. Then he
remembered what he would do. He ran the four paces between them. After the third pace he apparently hit his foot
against some object and lost balance, bumping into Izualor as he tried to regain it. The impact of their bodies;
forced Izualor back on the masquerader, who seized that opportunity to circle his arms round Izualor’s middle.
The other masqueraders were closing in to help their comrade to ensure this catch. The attendant had recovered
his balance and was now hovering round the still-struggling pair, trying to bar any possible way of Izualor’s
escape should he dislodge the masquerader’s hold.
Izualor was angered by this new trick which the attendant played on him and decided to have his revenge at
once if he could. Though he was still struggling to get free, he watched the cautiously approaching masqueraders
with one eye, and with the other sought a chance to get hold of the attendant. Suddenly he saw the opportunity he
wanted. The masquerader’s hold had loosened a bit and the attendant had come within reach of his left arm, which
was free. Just then he acted. His left arm shot forward and pulled the attendant, who was caught off his guard,
towards him with great force. As he pulled he turned himself very slightly to the right, so that the whole weight of
the falling attendant cannoned into the masquerader, knocking him down. The attendant’s progress was checked
by the impact with the masquerader. He was dazed, but Izualor was not yet through with, him. Planting his right
foot firmly on the ground, and placing his left foot in position, he scooped up the attendant with his left arm on to
his left hip. Then, flexing his muscles and using his left leg as a lever, he heaved, bending over and releasing his
hold. The attendant went into the air, checked the advance of the masqueraders who were running in to cut off
Izualor’s escape, and fell. Before the attendant touched ground Izualor had made his escape, amidst a deafening
round of applause. It all happened so quickly, that it seemed as if he had done it all by magic.
The attendant lay where he fell and the spectators started booing at him. It took only a few seconds for those
nearest to him to notice that he wasn’t moving. Suspecting that he had been injured, the other attendants and some
of the athletes ran up to him. They lifted him off the ground and carried him to a house close by. In a matter of
minutes they were back and the game continued. The attendant did not return with them. He was unconscious and
some of the spectators from his village were left to revive him. When their attempts failed they rushed him to the
hospital, where he died a few minutes after admission. The game had continued into the sixth village when word
came that the attendant had died. The sad news brought the game to an abrupt end.
The fatal accident reminded Ado town of accidents which had taken place on the same ground on the two
preceding Saturdays. The first had been that of a boy who had fractured a leg when he was being pursued by a
masquerader a fortnight before. The leg had broken with a loud noise that was heard all over the square. No one
could account for the misfortune, seeing that the ground was sandy and fairly level, and the boy quite healthy. The
second accident, which happened a week later, involved another boy who fell on his face on the loose sand at one
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end of the square and lost all his incisors. Now a third had happened, and had claimed a life. But worse than that,
it had threatened to expose publicly one of the basic secrets of the society—the masquerade cult.
News of the attendant’s death instilled fear into parents and guardians all over the town. Secretly they warned
their children and wards not to participate in ili-ude any more for it was a dangerous sport.
Then came another Saturday afternoon. Many youths waited in readiness for the sound of the wooden drum
which would summon them to their popular weekend game. They were prepared to defy anyone to answer the
call. But they waited in vain for the call never came. It neither came that Saturday nor on any other Saturday.
There was no official banning of the game; yet it was clear to the youths that the game they loved so much had
died. It died a very quiet death; it died as a result of fear.
76.202 Civil Peace\fn{by Albert Chinualumogu Achebe aka Chinua Achebe (1930/31(M) 2

)}

Oguidi, Anambra State, Nigeria

Jonathan Iwegbu counted himself extra-ordinarily lucky. “Happy survival!” meant so much more to him than
just a current fashion of greeting old friends in the first hazy days of peace. It went deep to his heart. He had come
out of the war\fn{Between 1967 and 1970, there was civil war in Nigeria between the central authorities and the Igbo tribe of the
former Eastern Region of the country, who declared it to be the independent State of Biafra. It was preceded by clashes between the Hausa
and Igbo peoples in the former Northern Region of Nigeria (a British administrative region, almost entirely Muslim) in 1966, which
resulted in the killing of thousands of Igbo (who were not predominately Muslim) and their general flight to their tribal homelands .} with

five inestimable blessings—his head, his wife Maria’s head and the heads of three out of their four children. As a
bonus he also had his old bicycle—a miracle too but naturally not to be compared to the safety of five human
heads.
The bicycle had a little history of its own. One day at the height of the war it was commandeered “for urgent
military action”. Hard as its loss would have been to him he would still have let it go without a thought had he not
had some doubts about the genuineness of the officer. It wasn’t his disreputable rags, nor the toes peeping out of
one blue and one brown canvas shoe, nor yet the two stars of his rank done obviously in a hurry in biro,\fn{ In
ballpoint pen; after Lázló Biró, its Hungarian inventor .} that troubled Jonathan; many good and heroic soldiers looked the
same or worse. It was rather a certain lack of grip and firmness in his manner. So Jonathan, suspecting he might
be amenable to influence, rummaged in his raffia bag and produced the two pounds with which he had been going
to buy firewood which his wife, Maria, retailed to camp officials for extra stock-fish and corn meal, and got his
bicycle back. That night he buried it in the little clearing in the bush where the dead of the camp, including his
own youngest son, were buried. When he dug it up again a year later after the surrender all it needed was a little
palm-oil greasing. “Nothing puzzles God,” he said in wonder.
He put it to immediate use as a taxi and accumulated a small pile of Biafran money\fn{ The State of Biafra issued its
own currency which became progressively more and more worthless .} ferrying camp officials and their families across the
four-mile stretch to the nearest tarred road. His standard charge per trip was six pounds and those who had the
money were only glad to be rid of some of it in this way. At the end of a fortnight he had made a small fortune of
one hundred and fifteen pounds.
Then he made the journey to Enugu\fn{ The former capital of Biafra; and before that of the Nigerian “Eastern Region” under
the British colonial administration.} and found another miracle waiting for him. It was unbelievable. He rubbed his eyes
and looked again and it was still standing there before him. But, needless to say, even that monumental blessing
must be accounted also totally inferior to the five heads in the family. This newest miracle was his little house in
Ogui Overside.\fn{An Enuguan suburb.} Indeed nothing puzzles God! Only two houses away a huge concrete edifice
some wealthy contractor had put up just before the war was a mountain of rubble. And here was Jonathan’s little
zinc house of no regrets built with mud blocks quite intact! Of course the doors and windows were missing and
five sheets off the roof. But what was that? And anyhow he had returned to Enugu early enough to pick up bits of
old zinc and wood and soggy sheets of cardboard lying around the neighborhood before thousands more came out
of their forest holes looking for the same things. He got a destitute carpenter with one old hammer, a blunt plane
and a few bent and rusty nails in his tool bag to turn this assortment of wood, paper and metal into door and
window shutters for five Nigerian shillings or fifty Biafran pounds. He paid the pounds, and moved in with his
overjoyed family carrying five heads on their shoulders.
His children picked mangoes near the military cemetery and sold them to soldiers’ wives for a few pennies—
real pennies this time—and his wife started making breakfast akara balls\fn{Dough fried in palm-oil and slightly
peppered; very popular among Nigerians .} for neighbors in a hurry to start life again. With his family earnings he took
his bicycle to the villages around and bought fresh palm-wine which he mixed generously in his rooms with the
water which had recently started running again in the public tap down the road, and opened up a bar for soldiers
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and other lucky people with good money.
At first he went daily, then every other day and finally once a week, to the offices of the Coal Corporation
\fn{The Eastern Region is rich in coal.} where he used to be a miner, to find out what was what. The only thing he did
find out in the end was that that little house of his was even a greater blessing that he had thought. Some of his
fellow ex-miners who had nowhere to return at the end of the day’s waiting just slept outside the doors of the
offices and cooked what meal they could scrounge together in Bournvita\fn{ A brand of cocoa.} tins. As the weeks
lengthened and still nobody could say what was what Jonathan discontinued his weekly visits altogether and faced
his palm-wine bar.
But nothing puzzles God. Came the day of the windfall when after five days of endless scuffles in queues and
counter-queues in the sun outside the Treasury he had twenty pounds\fn{ Nigerian pounds.} counted into his palms as
ex-gratia\fn{Payment made out of moral obligation .} award for the rebel money he had turned in. It was like Christmas
for him and for many others like him when the payments began. They called it (since few could manage its proper
official name) egg-rasher.
As soon as the pound notes were placed in his palm Jonathan simply closed it tight over them and buried fist
and money inside his rouser pocket. He had to be extra careful because he had seen a man a couple of days earlier
collapse into near-madness in an instant before that oceanic crowd because no sooner had he got his twenty
pounds than some heartless ruffian picked it off him. Though it was not right that a man in such an extremity of
agony should be blamed yet many in the queues that day were able to remark quietly at the victim’s carelessness,
especially after he pulled out the innards of his pocket and revealed a hole in it big enough to pass a thief’s head.
But of course he had insisted that the money had been in the other pocket, pulling it out too to show its
comparative wholeness. So one had to be careful.
Jonathan soon transferred the money to his left hand and pocket so as to leave his right free for shaking hands
should the need arise, though by fixing his gaze at such an elevation as to miss all approaching human faces he
made sure that the need did not arise, until he got home.
He was normally a heavy sleeper but that night he heard all the neighborhood noises die down one after
another. Even the night watchman who knocked the hour on some metal somewhere in the distance had fallen
silent after knocking one o’clock. That must have been the last thought in Jonathan’s mind before he was finally
carried away himself. He couldn’t have gone for long, though, when he was violently awakened again.
“Who is knocking?” whispered his wife lying beside him on the floor.
“I don’t know,” he whispered back breathlessly.
The second time the knocking came it was so loud and imperious that the rickety old door could have fallen
down.
“Who is knocking?” he asked them, his voice parched and trembling.
“Na tief-man and him people,”\fn{ The thieves are talking in pidgin-English, a language created by Africans generally from both
English and local languages.} came the cool reply. “Make you hopen de door.” This was followed by the heaviest
knocking of all.
Maria was the first to raise the alarm, then he followed and all their children.
“Police-o! Thieves-o! Neighbors-o! Police-o! We are lost! We are dead! Neighbors, are you asleep? Wake up!
Police-o!”
This went on for a long time and then stopped suddenly. Perhaps they had scared the thief away. There was
total silence. But only for a short while.
“You done finish?” asked the voice outside. “Make we help you small. Oya,\fn{Come on.} everybody!”
“Police-o! Tief-man-so! Neighbors-o! we done loss-o! Police-o! …”
There were at least five other voices besides the leader’s.
Jonathan and his family were now completely paralyzed by terror. Maria and the children sobbed inaudibly
like lost souls. Jonathan groaned continuously.
The silence that followed the thieves’ alarm vibrated horribly. Jonathan all but begged their leader to speak
again and be done with it.
“My frien,” said he at long last, “we don try our best for call dem but I tink say dem all done sleep-o … So
wetin we go do now? Sometaim you wan call soja?\fn{Soldier.} Or you wan make we call dem for you? Soja
better pass police. No be so?”
“Na so!” replied his men. Jonathan thought he heard even more voices now than before and groaned heavily.
His legs were sagging under him and his throat felt like sandpaper.
“My frien, why you no de talk again. I de ask you say you wan make we call soja?”
“No.”
“Awrighto. Now make we talk business. We no be bad tief. We no like for make trouble. Trouble done finish.
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War done finish and all the katakata\fn{Shit.} wey de for inside. No Civil War again. This time na Civil Peace. No
be so?”
“Na so!” answered the horrible chorus.
“What do you want from me? I am a poor man. Everything I had went with this war. Why do you come to me?
You know people who have money. We …”
“Awright! We know say you no get plenty money. But we sef no get even anini.\fn{Penny.} So dereforre make
you open dis window and give us one hundred pound and we go cammot. Orderwise we de come for inside now
to show you guitar-boy like dis …”
A volley of automatic fire rang through the sky. Maria and the children began to weep aloud again.
“Ah, missisi de cry again. No need for dat. We done talk say we na good thief. We just take our small money
and go nwayorly. No molest. Abi\fn{Are we.} we de molest?”
“Art all!” sang the chorus.
“My friends,” began Jonathan hoarsely. “I hear what you say and I thank you. If I had one hundred pounds …”
“Lookia my frien, no be play we come play for your house. If we make mistake and step for inside you no go
like am-o. So derefore …”
“To God who made me; if you come inside and find one hundred pounds, take it and shoot me and shoot my
wife and children. I swear to God. The only money I have in this life is this twenty-pounds egg-rasher they gave
me today …”
“Ok. Time de go. Make you open dis window and bring the twenty pound. We go manage am like dat.”
There were now loud murmurs of dissent among the chorus: “Na lie de man de lie; e get plenty money …
Make we go inside and search properly well … Wetin\fn{What is.} be twenty pound? …”
“Shurrup!” rang the leader’s voice like a lone shot in the sky and silenced the murmuring at once. “Are you
dere? Bring the money quick!”
“I am coming,” said Jonathan fumbling in the darkness with the key of the small wooden box he kept by his
side on the mat.
*
At the first sign of light as neighbors and others assembled to commiserate with him he was already strapping
his five-gallon demijohn\fn{A narrow-necked bottle of glass or stoneware, holding from one to ten gallons, enclosed in wickerwork
and having one or two wicker handles.} to his bicycle carrier and his wife, sweating in the open fire, was turning over
akara balls in a wide clay bowl of boiling oil. In the corner his eldest son was rinsing out dregs of yesterday’s
palm-wine from old beer bottles.
“I count it as nothing,” he told his sympathizers, his eyes on the rope he was tying. “What is egg-rasher? Did I
depend on it last week? Or is it greater than other things that went with the war? I say, let egg-rasher perish in the
flames! Let it go where everything else has gone. Nothing puzzles God.”
254.1 Excerpts from The Surrender And Other Stories: 1. Ahimie’s Wives 2. Man Of The House 3. The
Vitamins 4. The One Who Came Back 5. By The Silent Stream 6. The Mat 7. Terror Of The Curse\fn{by
Mabel Segun (1930- )} Ondo City, Ondo State, Nigeria (M) 13
1
When Ahimie saw that the sheet on his bed had been changed for the third time in one day, he knew he was in
for trouble.
He had three wives the eldest of whom had five children and no longer slept with him. The second wife had
one child, while the third was childless. Both were always competing for his attentions. Each one spread her own
sheet, usually made of patterned Dutch wax print, on the bed whenever it was her turn “to sleep.” But sometimes
the roster arrangement was disrupted as the wives believed that the period immediately after their menstrual flow
was their most fertile period. Then the wife who had just become “clean” would insist on sleeping with her
husband that night.
It had been a long, hard day for Ahimie who worked in the public works department as he had had to stand in
the sun for hours supervising repairs to a stretch of road which had been damaged by the heavy rains of the
previous season. He was close to retirement and looking forward to a deserved rest after working for thirty-five
years, but what about these women who would give him no peace? He wished it were possible to retire from
matrimonial obligations.
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At this point in his thoughts, Third Wife entered the room, whipped off the cloth on the bed and spread another on
it. Second wife came in, noticed the new cloth and, in turn, whipped it off the bed. Third Wife flew at her and a
struggle ensued. Their husband commanded,
“Stop it! Stop it! Stop it, I say.”
Second Wife stopped because she was not so desperate but the childless wife now started spreading her cloth
back on the bed. Ahimie shouted at her:
“Take it off and get out. Get out, both of you. I don’t want either of you tonight. Get OUT!”
Second Wife went out but hovered by the door. Third Wife, however, paid no heed and continued spreading her
cloth. Her husband said,
“If you don’t remove that cloth immediately I shall beat you.”
The woman continued with what she was doing. Her husband took off a slipper and whacked her on the back.
She turned and faced him and he started pushing her out of the room, at the same time beating her with the slipper.
Third Wife began to howl and the neighbors came round to see what the commotion was all about. Ahimie
managed to push her out. He was going back inside when she grabbed his big white sleeping cloth which he had
thrown casually over the left shoulder. Second Wife tried to pull her off. The movement caught him unawares and
he tripped over the open drain running along the foot of the wall. He fell heavily on his back.
First Wife who had stood outside shouting to Third Wife to stop fighting with their husband, now rushed to his
aid but a neighbor who happened to be a nurse told her to leave him alone until a doctor could be summoned.
The doctor came and examined Ahimie. He took Ahimie’s first wife aside and said,
“I think your husband has suffered a severe back injury. He cannot move his lower limbs and I suspect he is
paralyzed from the waist down. I’ll have him taken into hospital.” First Wife set up a loud wail.
“See what you have done, see what you have done, both of you!” she railed at the other wives as the doctor
made arrangements to hospitalize Ahimie.
Hospital tests revealed an irreparable spinal injury and Ahimie remained paralyzed from the waist down. When
he came back to the house, his conscience-stricken wives expected him to be angry with them and perhaps send
them back to their homes.
But Ahimie was not angry. He was always one to count his blessings. Of late he had been finding it hard to
arouse himself to fulfill his marital obligations. Now he need not bother anymore, ever again.
2
Tonight Odafen was able to read in peace. She was lying in bed, her short, tubby husband Demola snoring
beside her. He never read books but glanced through the day’s newspapers, reading only the headlines and that
did not usually take long.
“This is my sacred hour,” she thought “and tonight is particularly sacred.”
It was an unusually peaceful night. The chattering of birds on the nearby trees had ceased and no night bird
disturbed the quiet. The bats which nested under the eaves of the house had apparently decided to join the day
creatures for their usual squeaks were not heard. Even the frogs in the nearby marshland were not croaking. She
did not mind the chorus of the female frogs but she found the loud croak of the bullfrog jarring. Tonight there
were no petrol explosions that shook buildings and shattered windows. There were no rat-tat-tat-tat sounds from
anti air-craft guns practicing just in case
Suddenly the peace was no longer perfect. Quick light footsteps dented the peace and Odafen wondered why
anyone would be running at that time of night. Just one pair of footsteps. The steps went past the front of the house
and stopped by the bedroom window. The dent became a hole that widened and grew into a large tear.
“Help me!” a girl’s voice cried. At the same time she beat her fists on the window.
Odafen put down the novel she was reading. It seemed she could hear sounds up the street.
“My God, they’re coming,” the girl’s voice screamed as she beat frantically on the window. “They are coming!
The soldiers are coming. Please open the door. Help me in the name of God!”
Odafen’s heart was beating fast as she started to get up. Her husband had woken up and, seeing her getting out
of bed asked,
“What are you doing? Where are you going?” The girl was now sobbing hysterically.
“E jo o! E jo o,” she was pleading.
Odafen went to the door. Her husband's voice rapped out,
“Don’t open the door.”
“But we can’t leave her out there. They may kill her. Remember yesterday?”
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Yesterday. She had woken up with a start. The pounding that had woken her up was coming from the house
opposite. It was midnight—the hour when witches are said to fly about. She saw some figures. They were not witches
but they were witch-hunting for she heard one of them order,
“All midwestern Ibo traitors in this house, come out!” There was a pause, then the landlady looked out of an
upstairs window and asked,
“What do you want?” One of the four soldiers standing in front of the house pointed his gun up.
“Are you deaf? We said all midwestern Ibo traitors in this house should come out.” The landlady said,
“There are two midwestern Ibos living here but they are no traitors. They have been living here for a long time.”
“All midwestern Ibos are traitors,” another of the soldiers said. He had a coarse voice which made one think of
sandpaper scraping on wood.
“Are you going to open the door or not?” The first soldier asked in a voice that showed he was losing his
patience. “We don’t want to come in but if we have to force our way in …” A third soldier said,
“We don’t want to harm you. Just send out the traitors.”
“And we shall deal with them,” the fourth soldier said. “We must teach them not to be traitors.”
The landlady closed her window and there was a pause. After some minutes the gate into the yard opened and
two men came out dressed in trousers and shirts. One was still tucking in his shirt while the other was buttoning his
fly. The soldiers pounced on them, hitting them with the butt of their guns and pushing them down.
“Lie down! Lie down!” their leader ordered. The men prostrated themselves.
“Not there! Here!” the leader snapped, indicating a spot near the open gutter.
The two men lay down, their noses inches from the green scum that covered the stinking, stagnant water. Both
the third soldier and the fourth soldier had whips in their hands and they started flogging the midwesterners. At
each stroke the men’s heads jerked up but the other two soldiers used the butt of their guns to push them down
again. The beating went on for some time, an involuntary gasp coming from the victims’ throats at each stroke.
After five minutes the first soldier ordered the men,
“Get up!” They got up slowly and painfully and the soldiers marched them off.
All this Odafen and Demola saw from behind the curtains of their ground floor flat. They watched in silence as
the men were marched away. The whole street was silent except for the crunching of the soldier’s boots on the
gravel which covered the road. Surely people could not have slept through all that pounding on the door; they
must all be hiding behind their curtains, Odafen thought. Like us. She turned to her husband,
“Will they kill them?” she asked.
“How would I know?” he replied irritably, “I’m not in the army. I’m going back to bed.” And he did. His head
had hardly touched the pillow when he was snoring.
*
But Odafen could not sleep for the rest of that night. The civil war in the eastern part of the country which
Ojukwu had renamed Biafra had seemed so distant until the Midwest Region was invaded by Biafran soldiers.
There was a strong suspicion that some Midwest Ibos had aided their kinsmen in the east across the River Niger
and this had led to the witch-hunting.
Odafen grew more and more resentful as she listened to her husband’s quiet snoring. How could he be so
callous? He was stupid too, swallowing every silly story he heard in town about the conflict. She remembered the
evening he had come back early from work just before the war started to announce with great trepidation,
“Ojukwu is going to bomb Lagos tonight.”
He had rushed home early, contrary to his habit, not out of concern for her safety but because he felt safer at
home. Why was he so gullible? Couldn’t he ever reason in spite of his years at the university? Why had she ever
married him?
There was really no need to ask herself that question. She knew. He had threatened to kill himself if she did not
marry him. She should have realized then that he wanted a crutch, someone to lean on in his inadequacy. He came
from a broken home and needed a mother figure. She told him coldly,
“Who told you that? Ojukwu will not bomb Lagos with thousands of Ibos living here.”
She had been proved correct. Soon after this incident Ojukwu had summoned all Ibos back home and when
almost all of them had left, he had proceeded to attack the city using guerrilla tactics—explosions near a cinema
house, a bomb dropped on a petroleum plant, and so on. When she referred to her earlier statement, he had
remarked bitterly,
“She’s bloody right as usual.”
*
That was all in the past. Today Odafen opened the door and the weeping girl precipitated herself into the
house. Odafen locked the door, turned and looked at the girl. She could not be more than fifteen. Odafen knew she
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lived in a house at the other end of the street. She looked so vulnerable, standing before her, shivering in her short,
cotton print nightgown, her round brown face contorted in fear.
“What’s the matter?” Odafen asked her.
“I was sleeping, we were all sleeping,” she began in a trembling voice, “they started banging on our front
door. They shouted, ‘Open! We are soldiers.’ I was afraid. I thought they had come to kill us. I jumped out of the
window and ran to the back of the next house. It was dark. Then I saw your light. My God! They are coming
here!”
Fresh terror made her run behind Odafen as many footsteps approached the house, crunching on the gravel.
She clung to Odafen’s waist.
“You see,” Demola said reproachfully. “You see what your bedtime reading has caused, acada woman. She
passed many houses before she got here. It’s because she saw the light. The other houses were all dark.”
They heard confused noise outside. Then the words,
“Where is she? Where is the girl?” The next moment there was pounding on the door.
“Open the door!” a voice said peremptorily. Odafen said to the girl,
“Go to the bedroom. There.”
The girl rushed into the bedroom and shut the door. Odafen went to the door and opened it. Two soldiers were
standing before her and several more had surrounded the house.
“Where is the girl?” one of the soldiers asked. “She must be here. We’ve checked all the other houses and she’s
not there.” Although her heart was beating fast, Odafen tried to act calm.
“Why were you chasing her?” she asked.
“Because she is Ibo. Bring her out immediately.”
“I know this girl; she’s a Yoruba girl.”
“If she’s not Ibo why did she jump out of the window? We didn’t know where she went at first. Bring her out.”
Odafen put on her pleading voice.
“Well, you see, she is a young girl and she was frightened by the pounding at the door. It’s past midnight, you
know.” They seemed to accept her explanation.
“We want to see the girl, anyway,” the leader said. Odafen went and brought the girl.
“You see how young she is,” she said.
The soldiers started to leave and the girl knelt down and thanked Odafen for saving her. But the two soldiers
came back and the one who had not spoken asked,
“Where is the man of the house?”
It was then that it occurred to Odafen that she had not seen Demola since she went to open the door. She had been
so preoccupied with saving the girl. She thought quickly. It was probably safer for her to give the impression that
her husband was out but then nobody went out any more at that hour of night. That was why so many nightclubs
had shut down. In any case a husband was no protection these days when husbands had been made to watch their
wives being raped. And how would she explain the fact that her husband had avoided the soldiers? Would they not
become enraged on seeing him? She said to the soldiers.
“My husband is dead. I am a widow.” The two soldiers looked at her, not with pity but with respect.
“Well, Madam,” said the leader, “you don’t need a man in the house. You are more than a man yourself.” They
again turned to go.
Suddenly there was a loud crash inside the house. The soldiers rushed into the living room and Odafen and the
girl followed them. Part of the ceiling had collapsed and Demola was lying on the floor in the midst of fallen
debris. He must have landed on his left hip for he was holding it with both hands, his face full of agony.
“Madam, but you said there was no man in the house. You said you were a widow. Who is this?”
“My husband,” she admitted, feeling ashamed. “I could not tell you the truth.”
“And what is the truth?” the leader asked in a severe tone. “Why did he hide in the ceiling? He must be Ibo.”
He cocked his gun at Demola on the floor.
“Tell me quickly, is he Ibo? Is he Ibo?” Odafen looked at her husband with contempt, then turned to the soldiers,
“No, he is not Ibo. He is only a coward.”
3
Ranti Olumide was having a drink on the verandah of his Ikoyi reservation quarters when he saw the boy
approaching. He was dressed in clean but oversized clothes from which his thin arms protruded like sticks. He
swayed as he walked, his big head perched on a thin neck like a mushroom. Rand thought,
“This boy reminds me of something … something …”
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Yes, he reminded him of the Judas effigy which he and the other neighborhood boys carried and whipped all over
the Obalende area, chanting about the treachery of Judas—“Judasi, Ole, O pa Jesu je, ole.” Good Friday was a day
for collecting pennies. The Judas effigy had swayed in the same way as this boy was now swaying.
The boy looked harmless enough but he told himself that he must remember always to padlock the gate after his
late afternoon walk. He took the walk because of his sedentary job as a bank manager and was thus able to retain his
figure.
“Good evening, Sir,” the boy said as he came to the foot of the short steps leading to the verandah. “My papa
sent me to you, Sir. He said you should give me job as your houseboy.”
“Who is your papa?” Rand asked.
“Tailor, Sir. Tailor at Abule-Ijesha, near Mamma’s place.” As he said this he climbed up the steps and leaned
against a pillar.
Ranti remembered now. “Tailor” as the whole neighborhood called him, was an Ibo man who lived with his family of
six, three doors from Ranti’s mother’s house. His wife Ada was one of those beautiful light-complexioned women from the
eastern part of the country who, because they married early, still retained the bloom of youth after four, five, six children.
“Tailor” was not a handsome man and Ranti’s wife Bisi always referred to the couple as Beauty and the Beast. However,
their children had sensibly taken after their mother. But right now, their eldest son was not a beautiful sight to look
at. His face was puffy and covered with blotches. He looked very unhealthy and did not seem to have much
energy.
“Oh, Sammy, I’m happy to see you. How is your mother? And your brothers and sisters? So you all survived
the war.”
“Everybody is well, Sir.” Ranti turned and called in a loud voice,
“Bisi, come out and see who’s here.”
Bisi came to the front door wiping her hands on a napkin. She had been cooking in the kitchen. She was a slim,
pretty woman of thirty-seven. Her husband was eight years older. Ranti said,
“Guess who this is.” Bisi retorted.
“You tell me, I have something on the fire.” She was not too pleased to see the miserable creature.
“That’s Sammy, Tailor’s first son at Abule-Ijesha. His father sent him to live with us.” Ranti saw the shock on
her face but she said with great warmth,
“Ah, Sammy, you’ve grown bigger. How old were you when you all returned to the east?”
“Thirteen, Madam,”
“So you’re now sixteen. Quite a big boy.” She was desperately trying to make him feel better.
“So how’s your beautiful mother? And your sisters and brothers?”
“Everybody is well, madam.”
Bisi had her doubts. You're not a specimen of good health, she thought.
*
Sammy became a member of the Olumide household. Ranti took him to the hospital and was relieved when the
doctor diagnosed kwashiokor and prescribed vitamins. He had thought it was something infectious which his two
children, Busola and Yomi, could catch.
In no time, with nutritious food and vitamin supplements, Sammy lost his bloated and blotchy look and began to
regain his good looks. When he was fully recovered, Bisi thought,
“Now he can help with the housework.”
But Sammy had become used to idleness. He was usually to be found reading the newspapers or chatting
loudly in the boys’ quarters with his new-found friends. Bisi was irritated. She said to her husband,
“When this boy looked half dead he had no friends. Now he is fine and doesn’t need their help they have all
turned up calling themselves his brothers.”
“Poor man no get brother,” Rand quoted philosophically, then added, “I’ll talk to him.”
*
One day, a letter arrived from Sammy's father. It said:
Dear Sir and Madam,
I hope this letter meets you in good health. I am sorry to say our condition here is not good. Sammy’s mother is very
sick. Doctor say she must have plenty vitamin hut we not have money to buy vitamin. All our money lost in the war.
We know you are taking good care of our Sammy and may God reward you plentifully, but as Yoruba people say, “If
you sew dress for lazy person, you must dye it so it not look dirty” because he cannot wash it every time. We need your
help again. Please send vitamin quick quick so Sammy’s mother not die. I beg you in the name of God.
Yours in Christ,
Charles Okeke
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Ranyi and his wife discussed the quickest way to get the vitamins to the desperately ill woman. Christmas was
approaching and many people were already traveling to their hometowns for the festival. Rand went to see Papa
Chukwuma who now lived in Tailor’s old house. He knew of one Papa Bomboy who was leaving early the next day
for Nimo, Tailor’s hometown. He would send to Papa Bomboy to expect the parcel of vitamins but Ranti would have
to leave home early to get to Iddo Motor Park and hand it to him. Rand thanked Papa Chukwuma for his help and
rushed off to get the vitamins.
The next day he drove Sammy to the park with the parcel of vitamins and went off to work. As he drove along
with the cool breeze blowing onto his face through the open windows, he felt good both outside and within
himself. That lovely woman would not die for want of a few vitamins.
*
But die she did. Two months later Papa Chukwuma brought Tailor’s letter announcing the sad event and ending
reproachfully with:
“Thank you again for taking good care of my son. That is enough. I must not ask for too much.”
The Olumides were puzzled.
“Didn’t she get the vitamins we sent?” Papa Chukwuma was startled and said,
“Myself; I been tink before say you no send the medicine. Papa Bomboy say he no see Sammy for motor park.
He wait, wait so tey. He wait long time the bus nearly leave him for park as he go look see whether Sammy dey
come.”
Ranti called Sammy before them. He wore a stern face as he asked peremptorily.
“What did you do with the vitamins we gave you for your mother? She is dead.”
Sammy covered his face with his hands and started snuffling. Ranti said severely,
“Stop your crocodile tears and answer my question. What did you do with the parcel of vitamins?” Bisi added,
“And don’t tell any lies because we have checked with Papa Bomboy. You never gave him the parcel.” After a
moment's silence, Sammy admitted sullenly,
“I sold them in the market.” Bisi shouted,
“You sold the vitamins meant to save your mother’s life? How could you do a thing like that? How could you
do a thing like that?”
*
How could he do a thing like that? Sammy’s mind went back to the three-year civil war, to the well-fed “attack”
women who were trading back and forth between Federal lines and Biafran lines and sleeping with enemy soldiers who
stole relief materials meant for a kwashiokor-ridden population including—no, especially—children. He was one of
those children and nobody had pitied him. An aunt of his was among the “attack” traders and when he asked her—no,
begged her—for some food, she had laughed in his face and said,
“Tell your mother to do as I do. It’s every person for herself.”
That was the lesson he had learnt from the war—every person for herself, or himself; as the case might be. You had
no father, no mother, no brother, no sister. You were all alone.
Of late he had been feeling the stirrings of manhood. His friends had taken him to a beer parlor in Mushin and
they had spent the money from the sale of the vitamins there. And here was this woman screaming at him,
“How could you do a thing like that?”
4
When I was a teenager cemeteries had a peculiar fascination for me. Where other girls quickened their steps
and turned their eyes the other way on going past a cemetery, especially at night, I would stroll boldly in and sit
on the graves and write poems, or what I thought were poems. Thus I came to know a great many people, both
living and dead. And somehow it was the dead who fascinated me. They exuded an atmosphere of romanticism
which I found intriguing.
I lived next door to the old Ikoyi Cemetery in Lagos, and when I wasn’t playing table-tennis I was in the
cemetery. I would sit at the foot of a grave and read the inscription on the headstone and wonder what sort of a
person the occupier had been. Had he been a kind man or did he beat his wife? A name here might give the
impression of a retiring, gentle disposition, whilst another would suggest wickedness, strange midnight rites and
drunken orgies. Some of the graves had heavy chains round them and I was told by one of the gardeners that
these were to keep the occupants from coming out and haunting people as they were known to be wicked in their
lifetime.
I often watched the grave diggers at work.
“Who’s dead?” I. would ask.
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They would tell me. And when the funeral party came I was there. There were two types. There was the quiet
little group which came to bury their dead and went away after doing so. There was also the big funeral party
complete with choir and clergy in front and, behind, giggling girls and chatting women in white dresses and black
or navy blue hats attending their third or fourth funeral that month. After the funeral they lingered around the
cemetery, buying bananas and lemonade from the hawkers.
I saw many a graveside scene with a lot of weeping and wailing and unrestrained, inconsolable grief.
Sometimes a mourner tried to throw herself into the grave and a mild commotion would ensue. But somehow these
people did not move me.
It was those who came afterwards that filled me with a peculiar, tender feeling. I mean the ones who came back the
second or third day, or even the following Saturday or Sunday, singly, sometimes with a bunch of flowers and sometimes
without. This was real grief, real desolation, I felt, and even now whenever the picture of those genuine mourners rises in
my mind I am filled with a kind of sweet sadness.
*
I shall never forget one of these pilgrims. She came one Sunday morning while I was trying to write a poem. As
soon as I saw her I put the pad away. She was simply dressed in a gray cotton frock and gray shoes which seemed to
harmonize with the grayness of dawn. She was slightly built with a kind of calm beauty that filled you with
tenderness. Her oval face was quite composed and she walked with sedate steps.
I wondered whom she could have come to see among the dead. Was it some lover? I thought of a friend of mine
whose fiancé had died suddenly. For days and days she had shut herself up in her room weeping, seeing no one and
eating nothing, and when in the end she was persuaded to come out, all the passion had been drained out of her and
left her face calm like this pilgrim’s face.
The girl moved about the graveyard reading an inscription here, an inscription there, and my eyes followed her.
But somehow she did not strike me as an idle gazer. I got up and started strolling too. Soon a gardener came along
and she went across to him. I moved near them so as to hear what she said.
“Do you know where Mr. Valentine Adewunmi was buried?” I heard her ask and her voice was like her face,
calm and soft with a hint of sadness. “He died on the fourth.”
The gardener scratched his head and slowly shook it. Then he waved his hand vaguely in the direction of some
family vaults.
“Perhaps he is there.” The girl said,
“I don’t think he was buried in a vault.”
I t hought it was time t o reme dy the gar de ner ’s incompetence. Coming from behind a grave I said,
“I know where the grave is. It’s on the other side. Come, I’ll show you.” She was very grateful and we walked
along the narrow path, she behind me.
I remembered the young man's funeral very well. It was his name that first struck me. I was at an age when I could
still be fascinated by such a romantic name. I had gone as usual to the cemetery and begun looking round, picking out
a new grave here, giving graves which had caved in a wide berth, and reading the card labels in the glass wreaths. I
had asked one of the gardeners if there were any funerals on that day. They had taken to digging the graves in advance
so a dug grave was no indication of an impending funeral. The gardener had informed me that one young man,
Valentine Adewunmi, was going to be buried that day.
“The boy na fine boy. You see am so, ’e be like sun. Ah , but Death ’e too wicked. I be gardener for ’im papa
house before. ’Im papa get plenty houses but the one whey den live for Yaba, if you see am ’e be like palace. Dem
get plenty money. The boy die for accident, na ’im papa kill am.” He sighed heavily.
I was shocked and asked the gardener to tell me exactly what had happened. He told me.
'The ting ’appen like this. ’Im papa ’e get many many lorry. Some dey go for Ijebu, some dey go Ilesha, one ’e
go for Enugu. Na the one wey dey go for Enugu kill am. The boy ’e stand for corner street near dem house, ’e dey
talk plenty plenty with one girl, den dis lorry dey reverse. The driver ’e no see the boy and the boy ’e no get ear
again for hear lorry because the girl ’e too fine. Na ’im dis lorry reverse ’e kill am. Im mamma nearly die. Den
don carry am go for hospital. Ah, but Death ’e too wicked! Fine, fine boy like that.” He shook his head sadly.
And it had been a grand funeral, for the boy’s father had been a member of the Island Club, the most
prestigious club in the city at the time. The coffin had had silver handles and a well-polished mahogany body. I
thought to myself,
“I don’t remember seeing this girl at the funeral.”
Of course I couldn’t have seen her. There were such a lot of girls. Evidently a very popular young man.
I stole side glances at the girl. She still looked calm but a sort of purposeful expression had also come into her
face. I thought to myself,
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“Poor girl, she must have been out of town when death took him tragically away and now she was coming to have
her own private funeral. Or perhaps she was the only one who had really cared?'
“Did you know Valentine well?” I asked her. It seemed so natural to call him Valentine.
“Yes,” she answered.
“He was a very popular young man,” I said, trying to please her.
“Yes, very popular,” she agreed, stressing the word ‘very.’
I looked at her quickly and found that her face now wore a half-smile.
“I’m so sorry he died in that way,” I continued.
“And sorry he died at all, aren’t you?” I was surprised at this reaction and was still trying to fathom
the meaning when she went on,
“Did you know him well too?”
“No, not at all,” I said hastily.
“That’s funny,” she said.
We now came to the grave and none too soon for I had been getting slightly disconcerted by her questions and
remarks. The grave had just been finished and had a beautiful white headstone with this inscription:
In Loving Memory of
Valentine Olufemi Adewunmi
Eldest son of
John and Agbeke Adewunmi
Died 4th April, 1946,
We shall never forget.
By his Parents.

The top of the grave was a tray of beautiful white marble chips. Resting on the stones were some glass wreaths.
“It’s a very beautiful grave,” I said, offering consolation.
Her face seemed to be working and she was twisting a handkerchief round her little finger. I thought she might
want to be alone with her grief, so I withdrew.
I had not walked far when I heard a peculiar crunching sound and the sound of broken glass. And added to this
was the smell of burning paper. I walked back and was shocked to find her dancing over a heap of burning paper
on the grave. The glass wreaths had been wrecked. As I moved nearer I saw on her face a look which I have not
seen on the face of any human being since. It was a combination of hate, fury, triumph and disappointment.
I could have called one of the gardeners or the caretaker but I didn’t. I had heard of love transcending all things
—even the grave—and it had seemed to me an overwhelming thing, but hate that transcends even the grave was
—oh the pity of it She was having her revenge but the poison was still there. I prayed to God,
“Please take away the bitterness.”
5
She was sitting on a log of wood staring into the water when I saw her, a young woman of about twenty. She was not
dressed for travel for she did not wear a head-tie. There was a child on her back and the child appeared to be sleeping. All
round there was the peculiar stillness of the forest at noon. Not a breath of wind, not a sound of birds, just the quiet,
unbroken reflection of branches and leaves in the muddy stream.
I moved nearer. She must have heard the sound but she did not turn round. Her chin on her hands, she
continued staring into the water.
“Good afternoon,” I said, as I approached her.
“Welcome,” she answered and her voice was toneless.
I began to wonder what she was doing on the bank of the stream, in the middle of the forest, kilometres from
anywhere. It was not a place I would have chosen myself to rest in for the leaves had rotted and a dank smell filled the
air. If my car had not broken down, I would not have been walking in that place. But the next village was eight
kilometers on the other side of the stream and I was going there hoping I could find a mechanic.
“Can you …?” the woman’s voice broke into my thoughts. It sounded doubtful.
“Can I do what?” I asked, smiling down on her, for she intrigued me. I thought of a hundred and one requests
she could make—tell her the time, lend her my flask cup for she carried a bottle of water on her lap? But what she
said was:
“Can you help me dig a grave?” I was taken aback.
“Dig a grave?” I cried and my eyes fell on the baby on her back. She followed my gaze and said quietly,
“Yes, he’s dead.” I couldn't think of what to say.
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“I’m sorry,” I said after looking at the baby for some time. “Why not take it home?” I asked.
“I can’t go back home, she said, ’and I can’t go forward. It’s forbidden in our clan. You mustn’t take a dead
baby across water.
I still hesitated. I wasn’t sure I would not be breaking a law by helping her to bury the child.
“I’m sorry I can’t help you,” I said and started to move away.
“In that case I shall have to stay here till I can find someone who can.”
I thought of her sitting there all by herself, the dreadful burden on her back, not even able to cry—her grief too
deep for tears. And I went back. I went back to my car and took out a machete which I always carry with me on
tour in case a tree fails across the road. I dug a shallow grave under a big tree and together we laid the child in it.
“I’ve got to go now,” I said to her.
“Goodbye, and may the Lord of Heaven reward you.” On getting back to the stream with the mechanic much
later I was surprised to find the woman still on the log. I went across and said to her:
“Why, what are you still doing here? Why haven’t you gone?” She spread her palms on her lap, face upwards.
“What is the use? They won’t want me anyway. At least, not now that the child is dead.”
“Look here,” I said, “suppose you tell me the whole story? Perhaps, I shall be able to help.”
“No one can help me,” she said.
“Come, come, don’t talk like that. No one is ever beyond help. Not if the Almighty wishes it. Tell me how the
baby died.” Reluctantly she began …
“My husband killed the baby.” I was shocked.
“You see, he’s a drunkard, and when he’s drunk, he doesn’t know what he’s doing. Look.”
She bared her left arm and I saw the marks. Long streaks of scars on the flesh.
“Look here too. He did that with a blade, and rubbed pepper in it.” I had already noticed the scar on one cheek
and wondered which ethnic group carved marks on one cheek only.
“And look at these too.” She bared her right thigh.
But I had seen enough. Her otherwise beautiful medium-dark skin was a mass of scars, long dark streaks,
darker than her normal color.
“And the baby?” I asked.
“I was coming to that. That happened this morning. My husband woke up at dawn and started drinking ogogoro. By
the time I was awake he was already drunk. When he heard me stirring he came over and shouted down at me on the
mat.
“‘Just waking up, are you? Lazy slut.’
“He kicked me with his foot. I didn’t say anything, knowing the mood he was in. I got up quietly and took up my
baby. My husband went on railing at me. I was giving the baby its bath when he yelled at me.
“‘Come here, Abunovbo.’
“‘I’m coming,’ I shouted back. ‘I’m giving the baby its bath.’
“‘Come here, I say, you daughter of a bitch.’
“‘I’m coming,’ I yelled back. “You know the way it is when you’re giving a baby its bath in the morning. You
can’t leave it exposed. Besides there was soap all over its body.”
“I heard my husband get up from his chair. He rushed at me and I snatched up the baby from the tub.”
“‘Huh. Think you’ll protect yourself with the baby, eh? You’re wrong.’
“He yanked the baby from me and flung it on the floor. Then he came at me. I snatched up the baby and the bottle of
water near it and ran out of the house. The baby was not dead yet but I knew it was surely going to die. I didn’t stop
running till I’d gone a long distance. I wanted to go to his parents and show them what their son had done.” Her voice
had become excited as she told this part of the story.
“I tried to walk very fast,” she continued. “The baby’s breathing grew fainter and fainter. I walked faster. But I
couldn’t walk fast enough.” Her voice dropped. “The baby died just before I got to the stream.”
“You should have taken the dead baby to them, all the same,” I said. She shook her head.
“It’s taboo.” On that point she remained unshaken.
“You can’t go back to your husband now. Monster like that is not fit to have a wife. Come and live with me.”
*
So we started living together. Abunovbo was not a vivacious person, in fact she never recovered from her grief, but
she was always pleasant and her calmness made the home a nice place to come to after work. But one day, a man came
to my house. His eyes were bloodshot and he carried a machete in his hand. The first I knew about his visit was when
Abunovbo ran to our room with terror in her eyes and fell down at my feet, grasping my ankles.
“Don’t let him enter,” she cried.
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“Who?” I asked, but she kept on repeating what she had said. I went to the window and looked out. It was then I saw
the man with the bloodshot eyes. He came to the house and rapped on the door. I locked the bedroom door before opening
the door to him.
“What do you want?” I asked rudely.
“My wife,” he said aggressively.
“This is not the place to look for your wife,” I said and slammed the door in his face.
But when I came back from work the next day, Abunovbo had gone. The furniture in the house had been
disturbed and I knew there had been a struggle. For weeks, I made discreet inquiries; for months, I made inquiries
that were not so discreet. It wasn’t till six months after that I knew where her husband had taken her. So one
afternoon I took my car and went there. They lived on the outskirts of the village. As I approached the house I heard
the sound of a loud quarrel. Then there were bangs and—silence.
I knocked, but there was no answer. I pushed open the door and entered the house. Abunovbo was sitting on a chair
staring at her dead husband, a mallet in her right hand. His skull was fractured. She did not seem surprised to see
me.
“I had to kill him,” she said simply. “He was going to kill our child.” It was then it registered in my mind that
she was pregnant—about seven months.
“He said he was going to tear the bastard from my belly. He was holding a barber’s razor and came at me with
a wicked look on his face. And I knew he meant it. So …”
She looked at the mallet in her hand and dropped it. Despite everything I could do, they brought in a verdict of
murder but because she was pregnant, they did not hang her. They sentenced her to life imprisonment instead.
“I’ll send you the child,” she whispered to me before she climbed into the Black Maria.
6
The lorry came to where a sign said, OKI, DRIVE SLOWLY , but did not slow down. It dashed into the town scattering
fowls, goats and children right and left, and continued on its mad career till it reached the market. It was market day and
the market was full. The lorry discharged some passengers and went further into the town. At two points it stopped and
some more passengers got down. One of the lorry boys turned to an old woman sitting on the middle bench,
“Didn’t you say you were getting down at Old?”
“Yes,” she replied in a harsh voice.
“Well, this is Old,” the lorry boy said. “Where do you want us to put you down?”
“At my daughter’s,” she replied.
“Your daughter’s? But—”
“My daughter Ama,” she said, as if clarifying matters still more.
“But where does she live?” the second lorry boy asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Well, what are we going to do now?” the first boy asked. “I vote we dump her somewhere and go our way.
We’ve still a long way to go.” The woman let out a stream of curses:
“If you dare do that and I lose my way, may Heaven punish you, you—”
“Old Mother,” one of the passengers, a mild-looking youth in a khaki traveling suit tried to remonstrate with
her. She turned a baleful eye on him and he kept quiet.
The lorry boys conferred. They were afraid to offend an old woman with one foot in the grave. If she were to
curse them …
The lorry driver, impatient and not knowing what was happening, called out to ask what was keeping them
from moving. The second lorry boy went to the front part of the lorry and told him.
“We’ll go back to the market and ask people where the girl lives,” he said.
So they went back to the market. They approached a woman selling yams and asked her if she knew Ama. She told
them she did not live in the town but had come to the market from a neighboring village. They tried two more people
and they did not know either. They were turning to go to another part of the market, thinking the part they were in was
reserved for strangers, when a tailor came out from his stall and asked,
“Are you looking for someone?”
“Yes, my daughter Ama,” the old woman answered.
“Is she married?”
“Yes, her husband’s name is Ogun.”
“What work does he do?”
“He’s a shoemaker.”
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“Oh, I know him. Akande!” he called to one of his apprentices. “Come and take these people to the shoemaker’s house.”
The boy came out of the shed and they all got onto the lorry.
*
Between her two-roomed house and the kitchen hut Ama was pounding yam. She was tall and strongly built and,
though she was expecting a baby, she did not appear to find the work difficult. She was putting the finishing touches
to the yam, rolling it round and round in the mortar and glazing it with water when she heard voices and two people
came round the corner of the house.
“Mother!” she cried.
She abandoned the long pestle and went to embrace her mother. The pestle bounced out of the mortar and fell on
the ground carrying some of the yam with it. Ama turned back as she heard the clatter and pouted.
“Now I shan’t have any to eat,” she said. “It will just be enough for my husband and you.”
“Nonsense,” said her mother. “You’ve got to eat well in your state. You can make Ogun some eba.” She turned
and saw that the tailor’s boy was still waiting.
“Waiting for a tip, eh?” she said in a nasty tone. The boy disappeared quickly.
“These children are all rogues,” Ama’s mother said, “can’t do anything without expecting a reward.” Ama led
her mother inside the house and came back to remove the yam from the mortar.
Ogun was singing blithely on his way home. He was a small, nondescript man with a weak mouth and very coarse
work-worn hands, calloused and scarred all over. His face normally wore a cheerful expression but today he had a
special reason for being cheerful. Business had been good. Two chiefs had commissioned two pairs of carpet slippers
each and several debtors had paid him what they owed. As he came near his house his singing changed to whistling. At
the door he called,
“Ama.” Ama’s mother came to the door.
“Oh,” he said, taken aback. “We didn’t know you were coming!”
“I don’t have to ask permission before I visit my own daughter, do I?” she retorted.
“I didn’t mean it that way.” Ogun said weakly.
“How did you mean it?” she asked dangerously. Ogun was saved from answering by the appearance of his wife;
she was holding a big rolled up mat in her right hand.
“Look what mother brought,” she announced, “isn’t it beautiful?”
She held the mat at one edge and let the rest fall towards the ground. A beautiful sight met their eyes. It was a
specially woven mat, with a village scene depicted on it in brilliant colors.
Ogun did not know what to think. There was the woman quarrelling with him as soon as she saw him and here was
this beautiful present. Perhaps behind her rough manners she was really kind. The mat must have been specially
ordered.
“Thank you, Mother,” he said. “Have you eaten?” His mother-in-law said that she had eaten.
“But there is one thing that pains me,” she added. “When I arrived I found Ama pounding yam. In her condition, too!
I won’t have my daughter overworking herself. After all it’s your child she’s carrying. Her father always did the rough
work whenever I was pregnant. I’m glad I came after all to take care of my daughter. I shall stay on till the child
begins to walk.”
That evening they talked far into the night with Ama asking questions about home and her mother telling her
all the gossip. At last Ogun got up. He went out to the latrine preparatory to going to bed. When he finished he
saw his neighbor, Odedina, and they fell to talking. They talked for a long time and at last Ogun said goodnight
and entered his house.
He found his mother-in-law firmly ensconced on his bed with her daughter beside her. He now understood
about the mat.
*
The following morning, he was roused by a sharp tap on the body followed by a shake. He rolled over sleepily
and asked
“Whatisit?”
“Get up and split the wood,” his mother-in-law said, “I won't have my daughter breaking wood in her
condition.”
Ogun rose and broke the wood, then fetched water from the stream and made the fire. And that was only the
beginning. Ama’s mother firmly took charge of the household. She saw to it that things were done her own way. And
Ama, for her part, now that Ogun’s imperfections were pointed out to her, began to wonder how she could have borne
such hardships for so long. She became mulish and spoilt and would not bestir herself in the house. Ogun went on
breaking wood, fetching water and pounding yam. And as Ama grew rounder so did her fondness for pounded yam
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increase, and Ogun found himself pounding yam every afternoon. This made him so tired that sometimes he fell
asleep over his shoemaking.
When Ogun complained to people they said,
“Why don’t you beat her?” He explained,
“You see, whenever I try to beat Ama her mother always interposes herself and says if I beat her daughter I’ve
got to beat her too. And I can’t beat an old woman like that. Suppose she were to die. I’d be in trouble.” So people
stopped advising him to beat his wife.
Things came to a head one day. It was very near a festival and Ogun had been very busy trying to get some
shoes finished. One or two children had come to his shop and burst into tears because their sandalets were not
ready. Two women passing by thought he had beaten them and scolded him severely. Then many people had come
railing on him to finish their shoes. Ogun worked very hard and got them all finished. Then he got ready to go
home. He had had no lunch and he felt very, very tired. With dragging steps he went homewards and the first
words that greeted him were “Why were you not home at lunch-time?” from his wife and “you good-for-nothing,
been sleeping again in your shop and pretending to work, eh?” from his mother-in-law.
Ogun controlled his temper.
“The yam is just done,” his wife said, “we had to eat eba for lunch because you didn’t come.”
“I’m not going to pound yam tonight; I’m tired!” His mother-in-law said calmly,
“You won’t enter the house till you’ve pounded the yam.”
She and her daughter stood guarding the back door. For one mad moment Ogun thought of pushing them both
out of the way. Then commonsense asserted itself. His mother-in-law would yell that he’d been murdering her and
probably die to spite him. But where to sleep? He pondered over this for some time. Then he decided to go to his
cousin on the other side of town. He was a bachelor and could easily put him up. His cousin was a little out of
patience with him.
“Beat the old woman and damn the consequences,” he counseled. But Ogun was not made of such stern stuff.
“It’s taboo, you know, to touch one’s mother-in-law.”
“Well, run away, then, if you can’t be a man,” his cousin said in disgust and returned to bed.
The following day Ogun returned home and found his wife and her mother talking. They did not see him as he
stood by the window. He overheard his mother-in-law saying,
“I’m going to see ajuju man tomorrow. I must do something about that good-for-nothing husband of yours.”
Ogun became frightened. She might put a potion in his soup to stupefy him and make him do whatever she
asked. Such potions had been known to kill inadvertently.
He fled to his shop. In the shop he found himself remembering his cousin’s words. “Well, run away then,” he
had said.
“Why not?” he thought. He packed his tools and left the town.
At the next village he stopped, found himself a shop, set out his tools and awaited customers. None came. So he
decided to go from house to house and introduce himself. The first day he got one commission, the second day the
village shoemaker came to him with a group of friends and told him with suitably impressive threats to clear out,
the place was not big enough for two shoemakers. He stuck it out for a month, then packed his tools and left.
*
Ama’s mother was sitting gazing out of the window one evening when she saw a dusty figure at a distance.
“There is that good-for-nothing husband of yours coming back,” she called to her daughter. Ama came to the
window.
“So it is. It’s lucky I decided not to break the wood before tomorrow morning.”
“Don’t talk to him,” her mother said.
The figure came nearer. He entered the house and said
“E ku’le.”
No one answered. He put some gari in a bowl and added water. Still no one spoke. When he finished eating, he
looked round.
“Will no one speak to me?” he asked.
“There’s some wood in the back yard,” his mother-in-law said.
He went out and broke the wood. In the evening he asked,
“Where is my mat?”
“It’s gone,” his wife said.
“Gone?” he asked.
“We’ve sold it. We had to sell many things. You didn’t leave us any money, you know.”
“Where is the old mat?” he asked his wife.
345

“It’s under the mattress and we can’t get up.”
Ogun went to the kitchen, brought out a soiled and tattered mat and spread it on the parlor floor. Then he
curled up on it and slept.
45.124 Excerpt from Toads For Supper: “Too Many Brides”\fn{by Ike aka Vincent Chukwuemeka (1931- )}
Ndikelionwu, Anambra State, Nigeria (M) 2
… Some\fn{A note reads: This, Chukwuemeka Ike's first novel, is about Amobi, a young man at university in Nigeria whose love
affairs get out of hand. He is involved with three different girls, and has promised to marry all of them. Here he is doing his best to back
out of one of his promises, a marriage to Nwakaego arranged by his family many years before. But his university training is no match for
his father's native wit, an ironic pretence of ignorance which makes Amobi look and feel stupid .} days after the party, Mazi
Onuzulike again knocked on his son’s door. It was 3:45 in the morning. Amobi opened up for him. After
preliminary apologies for waking him up so early, his father hit the nail on the head.
“What is it I hear you have been discussing with your mother about Nwakaego?” he asked.
Amobi felt more at home with his mother than with his father; he found it easier to unburden his heart to her
most, hear her views before both of them decided whether or not it was worthwhile taking his problem to his
father. And so he had discussed Nwakaego with his mother before retiring for the night. He was surprised that she
had spoken so soon to his father about it.
“I don’t understand, Sir,” lied Amobi.
“Then everything is all right. I am sorry for disturbing your sleep. Let my words return to me, since what I
thought I heard did not happen.” And he made a show of retracing his steps.
“No, Sir …” faltered Amobi, afraid to let this opportunity slip. “Nothing has happened, Sir. It’s only that I find
it difficult to understand one or two things.”
“Like …?”
“Like … whether for instance I must marry Nwakaego?” Mazi Onuzulike adjusted his heavy, locally woven,
white covering cloth and sat down on the chair.
“Who is this Nwakaego you are talking about?”
“That one who comes here,” replied Amobi. “The daughter of Mazi Nati Ikwuaju.”
“Oh, does she come here? Since when has she been visiting this house?”
“For a long time now.”
“I see.” His father appeared to be thinking. “Tell me, what does she come here to do? To take fire?”
“No, Sir. If she comes here for fire, the fire would go out before she reaches their house. She comes to visit us,
and sometimes to stay for a time to help Mama.”
“How many other girls at Ezinkwo have come to stay with us and help your mother?”
“I can’t think of any other.”
“Where is this Nwakaego now?”
“She must be in her father’s house,” Amobi replied evasively. “You must be correct. That did not come to my
mind. But tell me, do you remember ever writing to me from the University about this Nwakaego?”
Amobi was becoming more and more uncomfortable about the turn the discussion was taking. He wrinkled his
face and narrowed his eyes, in an ostensible effort to recapture past events; his father had given him a long rope.
“I have written so many letters to you and Mama since I left for the University that is is difficult to remember
the letter you are referring to.”
“I can well understand. Sometimes I feel sorry for you book people. With all those books on that table inside
your small head how can you still have space for small things like the contents of unimportant letters.”
He adjusted his covering cloth and produced a crumpled letter which he had hidden away in the folds of the
cloth.
“I think this is the letter I have in mind. Perhaps you would like to read it near the light to remember what you
wrote in it.”
Amobi’s hand was unsteady as he took the letter. He raised the flame of the hurricane lantern, spread out the
letter and began to read. His father looked away from him; the gentle tapping of his left foot did not quite
synchronize with the gnashing of his teeth. Amobi must have read the letter through at least three times before he
returned it to his father.
“Was that the correct letter?” asked his father. “Old age is affecting me now and I don’t know whether I
brought the correct letter. Moreover, you know I cannot read.”
For some time neither of them spoke. Amobi turned the contents of the letter over and over in his mind. True,
he had in that letter put up a strong case for sending his fiancee, Nwakaego, to the Secondary Modern School. He
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had, in fact, made it the only condition for marrying her. His father had carried out his instructions in spite of the
additional financial burden on a farmer like him. Could he, Amobi, now have any justification for backing out?
“My ears are itching,” remarked his father, in an attempt to break the silence.
“Sir?”
“A proverb has a significance when it falls into the ears of the man who understands; when the good-for-nothing hears it he merely shakes the head till he staggers into the bush. To use proverbs on you young people of nowadays is as futile as running after an antelope. What I said was that I am anxious to hear what you have to say.”
“I have nothing to say, Sir, except that I don’t think I shall be happy to marry that girl.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t think she is a suitable match for me.”
Mazi Onuzulike crossed his right leg over the left, gnashing his teeth as was habit in moments of stress. He
then spoke slowly.
“My son, you are still young, but not too young. You can now give a woman a child. It is true that the white
man’s education has brought a new kind of wisdom. We cannot run away from it, just as we cannot run away from
the world. We must take what comes in our time. If, however, this white man’s learning makes you forget the
customs of the father and mother who bore you then it is not good learning.”
He paused to clear his throat.
“Now about Nwakaego. In my own time it was usual for parents to marry wives for their sons. My father was
dead even before I tied cloth round my waist, but it was one of my uncles who married a wife for me. I have lived
with your mother since then, produced you and trained you to what you are now, and I will continue to train you
till you say you have learnt enough book. The Chairman of the Improvement League, Jeremiah the Churchwarden, Mazi Nati Ikwuaju—how can I attempt to count the sand on the ground? They all had wives married for
them. Are they not happy with their wives? But the new world is coming; can we run away from it? Osita
Umunakwe, in whose house you once stayed at Onitsha, he refused to live with the wife his parents found for
him. The day his mother took the girl to him at Onitsha he would have taken them to the charge office, were it not
that people intervened to prevent him. He would not give them shelter under his roof even for one night; it was
Nwanneka’s husband who gave them food and lodging that night. The following day they returned to Ezinkwo.
“You know what happened. Osita came home to block our ears with talk about a man marrying the girl he
loves. We did not know that one bitch as old as his mother had eaten his heart. In spite of every attempt to save
the boy from the clutches of these township women who shake their bottoms from one side to another, he fell into
the snare like an unobservant grasshopper. Today he is a useless man. After taking away all his money, she has run
away to look for another prey. Osita cannot return to Ezinkwo in daylight.
“You know what else happened, only a year ago. Godwin Anagboso nearly died of ‘small cough.’ Where is his
wife now? Perhaps in Forcados, perhaps in Idah, who knows? Were it not for the advice we gave her, Godwin’s
mother would have died before her time. Godwin thought that only his eyes could tell which maize was ripe. He
thought he knew everything about the girl he wanted to marry, simply because she was a seamstress in the town, a
very wicked town, where he was the Local Helper. He was happy he had found a girl who could swell his monthly
income of thirty shillings. It was after his wedding in the church that he realized that the wine was not as sweet as
the wine tapper made him believe. His wife was wide awake. As soon as she suspected that her husband was
losing interest in her, she put some medicine into his soup, and that’s why Godwin nearly died of ‘small cough.’
She left him last year, without leaving even one child for him.”
Amobi continued to listen. When he looked at his wrist watch his father took the hint.
“The second cock has crowed and I must give you time to snatch a little early morning sleep before,day
breaks. About Nwakaego. I do not have much to say. One proverb is sufficient for a wise man. Nwakaego comes
from a good Christian home. Everybody knows that her father and mother have lived happily since they were
married. She is a girl everybody likes. I have not heard of her passing any elderly person on the road without
saying a word of salutation. She has been brought up very well, and under our own eyes. As you know, she has
lived with us for many years of her life and your mother has taken every trouble to train her into a respectful and
obedient wife for her son. We know the history of her ancestors which is as good as ours; there has been no trace
of madness, white skin, or any other evil disease in their family. Her father and I have been friends from our
youth. Her mother and your mother are very good friends. We believe that our children will live happily together.”
Amobi scratched his head at the easy logic.
“You have read more book than any other person, dead or living, at Ezinkwo, for which thanks be to God. If
you thank the giver he will give more. I would not ask you to marry someone who has not even heard the schools
bells ringing. When you asked me to send Nwakaego to her new school, I agreed to do so even though many
people thought I was foolish. I did so without counting the money it would cost me. I did so because I did not
347

want to displease you. I hope you will not do anything that will make me look the daughter of a sheep. Learning is
a very good thing, but book learning is not everything. It lies in your hands to turn your wife into whatever you
want her to be.
“Did the daughter of Mgbokwu Anene ever step into a school? Does she not today speak and write English? It
needs a hand to turn the forest into a dwelling place. The offspring of a snake cannot be short. A child who
resembles neither mother nor father, was it thrown into the compound from the backyard? We know Mazi Nati,
we know his wife, we like their ways. Nwakaego is a girl with plenty of common sense, who is already taking
after her mother. If you know you can’t marry her because she is not teaching in the University, tell me. If you
prefer those wise girls who help the gods to kill men, and whose family background you know nothing about, to a
girl well brought up in a peaceful home, tell me. I have concluded my story and my mouth is tired.”
There was a silence. Amobi held his face in both palms and looked blank.
“My ears are itching,” reminded Mazi Onuzulike. “You must have something to say, unless you feel I have
been throwing up fodder.”
76.204 This Is Lagos\fn{by Flora Oguta Nwapa (1931-1993)} Oguta, Imo State, Nigeria (F) 5
“They say Lagos men do not just chase women, they snatch them,” Soha’s mother told her on the eve of her
departure to Lagos. “So my daughter be careful. My sister will take care of you. You should help her with her
housework and her children, just as you have been doing here.”
Soha was fond of her aunt. She called her Mama Eze. Eze was her aunt’s first son. And Mama Eze called Soha
my sister’s daughter. She too was fond of Soha whom she looked after when she was a little girl.
Soha was a sweet girl. She was just twenty when she came to Lagos. She was not beautiful in the real sense of
the word. But she was very pretty and charming. She was full of life. She pretended that she knew her mind, and
showed a confidence rare in a girl who had all her education in a village.
Her aunt and her family lived in Shomolu in the outskirts of Lagos. There was a primary school nearby, and it
was in the school that her uncle by marriage got her a teaching job. Soha did not like teaching, but there was no
other job, and so, like so many teachers, the job was just a stepping stone.
In the morning before she went to school, Soha saw that her aunt’s children, five in all, were well prepared for
school. She would see that they had their baths, wore their uniforms, and looked neat and tidy. Then she prepared
their breakfast, and before seven each morning, the children were ready to go to school.
Everybody in the “yard” thought how dutiful Soha was. Her aunt’s husband who was a quiet man praised
Soha, and told his wife that she was a good girl. Her aunt was proud of her. Since she came to stay with them, her
aunt had had time for relaxation. She did less housework, and paid more attention to her trade, which was selling
bread.
For some time, everything went well with them. But Mama Eze did not like the way Soha refused to go on
holiday when the school closed at the end of the first term. She was surprised when Soha told her that she did not
want to go home to see her mother, despite the fact that her mother had been ill, and was recovering.
“Why don’t you want to go home, my sister’s daughter?”
“Who will look after the children if I go home?” she asked.
Mama Eze did not like the tone of Soha’s voice. “Who had been looking after the children before you came,
my sister’s daughter? Your mother wants you to come home. You know how fond she is of you. I don’t want her
to think that I prevented you from coming home.”
“She won’t think so. I shall go during the Christmas holiday. This is a short holiday, only three weeks. And the
roads. Remember what Lagos-Onitsha road is like.”\fn{ Onitsha is a good 200 miles east of Lagos .} But she did not go
home during the Christmas holiday either.
It ws that argument that sort of did the trick. Mama Eze remembered the accident she witnessed not long ago.
She was returning from the markeet, a huge load on her head, when, just in a flash it happened. It was a huge
tipper-lorry\fn{Dumptruck.} and a Volkswagen car.\fn{A car of German manufacture, not noted for its armor plating .} She saw
blood, and bodies, and the wreck of the Volkswagen. She covered her face with her hands. When she opened
them, she looked the other way, and what did she see, a human tongue on the ground.
When she returned home, she told her husband. She swore that from thenceforth she would travel home by
train.
She did not suggest going home by train to her niece. Soha had long rejected that idea. She did not see the
sanity of it all. Why should a man in Lagos, wishing to go to Port Harcourt decide to go up to Kaduna in the North
first, then down south to Port Harcourt, and to take three days and three nights doing the journey he would do in a
few hours if he were traveling by road.
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One Saturday, during the holiday a brand new car stopped in front of the big “yard”. The children in the “yard”
included Mama Eze’s children trooped out to have a closer look. A young man stepped out of the car and asked
one of the children whether Soha lived there. “Yes, sister Soha lives here. Let me go and call her for you,” Eze
said, and ran into the house.
Soha was powdering her face when Eze pushed open thedoor and announced, “Sister Soha, a man is asking for
you. He came in a car, a brand new car. I have not seen that car before. Come and see him. He wants you.” Eze
held her hand and began dragging her to the sitting room. “No Eze, ask him to sit down in the sitting room and
wait for me,” Soha said quietly to Eze. Eze dropped her hand and ran outside again. “She is coming. She says I
should ask you to sit down in the sitting room and wait for her,” he said to the man. The man followed him to the
sitting room.
The children stood admiring the car. “It is a Volkswagon,” one said. “How can that be a Volkswagon? It is a
Peugeot,”\fn{A car of French manufacture. Lagos has long been a large and wealthy city .} another said. “Can’t you people see?
It is a Record,” yet another child said. They were coming close now. Some were touching the body of the car and
leaving their dirty fingerprints on it when Eze came out again and drove them out. “Let me see who says he is
strong, dare come near this car.” He planted himself in front of the car, looking bigger than he really was.
“Does the car belong to Eze’s father?” a child asked.
“No. It belongs to sister Soha’s friend,” one of Eze’s brothers replied without hesitation.
“I thought it belonged to your father,” the same child said again.
“Keep quiet. Can’t my father buy a car?” Eze shouted standing menacingly in front of the child.
Soha was still in front of the mirror admiring herself. She was not in a hurry at all. Her mother had told her that
she should never show a man that she was anxious about him. She should rather keep him waiting as long as she
wished. She was wearing one of the dresses she sewed for herself when she was at home. She suddenly thought of
changing it. But she changed her mind, and instead came out. She was looking very shy as she took the
outstretched hand of the man who had come to visit her.
“Are you ready?”
“For …”
“We are going to Kingsway Stores.”
“Kingsway Stores?”
“Of course. But we discussed it last night, and you asked me to come at nine thirty,” the man said looking at
his watch.
“I am sorry. But I can’t go again.”
“You can’t go?”
“No.”
“Why?”
“Can’t I change my mind?”
“Of course you can,” the man said quietly, a little surprised. “I am going then.”
“Already?”
“Yes.”
“Don’t you work on Saturdays?”
“No.”
“Go well then,” Soha said.
“When am I seeing you again?”
“I don’t know. I have no car.”
“Let’s go to the cinema tonight.”
“No, my mother will kill me.”
“Your aunt.”
“Yes. She is my mother. You said you will buy something for me today.”
“Let’s go to the Kingsway Stores then. I don’t know how to buy things for women.”
“Don’t you buy things for your wife?”
“I told you, I have no wife.” Soha laughed long and loud. The man watched her
“Who are you deceiving? Please go to your wife and don’t bother me. Lagos men, I know Lagos men.”
“How many of them do you know?” She did not answer. She rather rolled her eyes and shifted in the chair in
which she sat.
“I am going,” he said standing up.
“Don’t go now,” she said. They heard the horn of a car.
“That’s my car,” he said.
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“So?”
“The children are playing with the horn.”
“So?”
“You are exasperating! I like you all the same. Let’s go to this shopping, Soha. What is wrong with you? You
are so stubborn.”
“No, I won’t go. I shall go next Saturday. I did not tell mama Eze.”
“You said you would.”
“So I did.”
He got up. It did not seem to him that there would be an end to this conversation.
“You are going?”
“I am going.”
“Wait, I’ll come with you.” He breathed in and breathed out again.
“Go and change then.”
“Change? Don’t you like my dress?”
“I like it, but change into a better dress.”
“I have no other dress. I might as well stay. You are ashamed of me.”
“You have started again.”
“I won’t go again. How dare you say that my dress is not respectable. Well, maybe you will buy dresses for me
before I go out with you.” He put his hand in his back pocket and brought out his wallet. He pressed a five pound
note into her hand. She smiled and they went out.
“Eze, you have been watching his car?” Soha said.
Eze nodded. He dipped into his pocket and gave Eze a shilling. Eze jumped with joy.
“We watched with him,” the other children chorused.
“Yes. They watched with him,” Soha said. He brought out another shilling and gave to them. Then he drove
away.
Mama Eze did not know about the young man who visited Soha. Soha warned the children not to tell their
parents. But it was obvious to her that Soha had secrets. It was easy for a mother of five children who had
watched so many girls growing up in the “yard” to know when they were involved in men. At first, she thought of
asking Soha, but she thought better of it until one day when Soha told her she was going to the shops and did not
come back until late in the evening. She called her in.
“Where did you go, my sister’s daughter?”
“I told you I went to the shops.”
“Many people went to the shops from this “yard”, but they returned long before you.”
“Well, we did not go to the same shops,” Soha said. Mama Eze did not like the way Soha talked to her. She
smiled. “Soha,” she called her. That was the first time Mama Eze called her by her name. “Soha,” she called
again. “This is Lagos. Lagos is different from home. Lagos is big. You must be careful here. You are a mere child.
Lagos men are too deep for you. Don’t think you are clever. You are not. You can never be cleverer than a Lagos
man. I am older than you are, so take my advice.”
Soha said nothing. She did not give a thought to what her aunt told her. But that night, Mama Eze did not sleep
well. She told her husband.
“You worry yourself unnecessarily. Didn’t she tell you before she went to the shops?”
“She did.”
“Well then?”
“Well then.” Mama Eze echoed mockingly. “Well then. Go on speaking English, ‘well then’. When something
happens to Soha now, you will stay there. This is the time you should do something.”
“Why are you talking like that, Mama Eze? What has the girl done? She is such a nice girl. She doesn’t go out.
She has been helping you with your housework. You yourself say so.”
Mama Eze said nothing to him any more.
One evening when Soha returned from school, she asked her aunt if she would allow her to go to the cinema.
Her aunt clapped her hands in excitement, and rushed out of the room. “Mama Bisi come out and hear what Soha
is saying.”
Mama Bisi, who was her neighbor, came out. “What did she say?” she asked clasping her chest. She was
afraid.
“Soha, my sister’s daughter, wants to go to the cinema.”
Mama Bisi hissed. “Is that all? You are excited because she has told you today. What about the other nights she
has been going?”
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“Other nights? Other nights?”
“Go and sit down Ojari. You don’t know what you are saying. Soha, your sister’s daughter, has been going out
with different men for a long time now. You don’t even see the dresses she wears, and the shoes. Do they look like
the dresses a girl like her\fn{I.e., a country girl.} would wear?”
Mama Eze said nothing. Soha said nothing. “When Papa Eze returns, ask him whether you can go to the
cinema,” Mama Eze finally said after looking at her niece for a long time.
It wasn’t long after this that Soha came to her aunt and told her that she wanted to move to a hostel.
“To a hostel, my sister’s daughter. Who will pay for you?”
“I receive a salary.”
“I see. I know you receive a salary. Those of us who have never received salaries in our lives know about
salaries. But why now? Why do you want to leave us now? Don’t you like my home any more? Is it too small for
you? Or too humble? Are you ashamed of entertaining your friends here?”
“I want to start reading again. That’s why I want to move to a hostel. It will be more convenient for me there.”
“That is true. When you sing well, the dancer dances well. I understand my sister’s daughter. I have to tell my
husband and my sister. Your mother said you should stay with me. It is only reasonable that I tell her that you are
leaving me to go to a hostel. What hostel is that by the way?”
“The one at Ajagba Street.”
“I see.”
When Soha went to school, Mama Eze went over to Mama Bisi and told her what Soha said. “I have told you,”
Mama Bisi said. “Soha is not a better girl. Do you know the kind of girls who live in that hostel at Ajagba street?
Rotten girls who will never marry. No man will bring them into his home and call them wives. You know my
sister who is at Abeokuta whom I went to see last week?”
“Yes, I know her, Iyabo.”
“That’s right. Iyabo. One of her friends who stayed in that hostel, nearly took Iyabo there. I stopped it. As soon
as I heard it, I went to her mother at Abeokuta and told her. She came down, and both of us went to her. After
talking to her, she changed her mind. So that’s the place Soha wants to go and live. I no tell you,\fn{ I don’t have to
tell you.} they say to go Lagos no hard, na return. Soha will be lost if she goes there.
Mama Eze returned home one evening from the market and was told that Soha had not been home from
school. She put down her basket of unsold bread and sat down. “Didn’t she tell you where she went?” she asked
Eze. Eze shook his head.” And where is your father?” Mama Eze asked Eze.
“He has gone out.”
“Where has he gone?”
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t know. Every question, you don’t know. Do you think you are still a child? Let me have some water
quickly.” Eze brought the water. Then Eze’s father returned.
“They say Soha has not returned home,” Mama Eze said to her husband.
“So Eze told me.”
“And you went out, because Soha is not your sister. If Soha were your sister you would have been hysterical.”
Then Mama Bisi came in, and sat down. She had heard, of course.
“Eze, why not tell them the truth?” Mama Bisi said. Eze said nothing.
“Eze, so you know where Soha went?” Mama Eze asked. “I don’t know,” Eze protested vehemently.
“You helped Soha with her box. I saw you,” Mama Bisi accused.
She did not see Eze do this, but what she said was rue. Mama Eze and her husband were confused.
“Mama Bisi, please, tell me what you know.”
“Ask your son there. He knows everything. He knows where Soha went.”
“I don’t know. You are lying, Mama Bisi.”
Mama Eze got up and slapped Eze’s face. “How dare you, how dare you say that Mama Bisi is lying, you, you
good-for-nothing child.”
“Ewo, Mama Eze, that will do.\fn{The father is speaking.} If you slap the boy again, you’ll have it hot.”
“Jo, don’t quarrel,” Mama Bisi begged. She went over to Papa Eze. “Please don’t.\fn{ I.e., please don’t beat your
wife. Black men in African society have considerably more authority in their own houses than any sort of man in the United States .} But
Eze, you are a bad child. Why are you hiding evil? A child like you behaving in this way.”
Eze knew a lot. He helped Soha pack her things, and it was the gentleman with the car who took Soha away.
Soha told him not to breathe a word to anybody. She also told him that she and her husband would come in the
night to see his parents.
As they were wondering what to do, Eze slipped out. He was the only one who heard the sound of the car. He
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had grown to like Soha’s friend since the day he watched his car for him. And he had also had many rides in his
car as well, for anywhere Soha’ friend saw Eze, he stopped to give him a lift, and he had enjoyed this very much.
Soha and the gentleman stepped out of the car, Soha leading the way. Mama Eze, Mama Bisi and Papa Eze
stared at them. Soha and her friend stood. They stared at them.
“Can we sit down?” Soha asked as she sat down. The gentleman stood.
“Sit down,” Papa Eze said. He sat down.
None found words. Soha’s gentleman was completely lost.
“Is soha living with you?” Papa Eze asked after a long time.
“Yes,” he said.
“In fact we were married a month ago,” Soha said.
“No!” Mama Eze shouted. “You, you married to my sister’s daughter. Impossible. You are going to be unmarried. Do you hear? Mama Bisi, is that what they do here?”
“This is Lagos. Anything can happen here,” Mama Bisi said. Then she turned to the gentleman and spoke in
Yoruba to him. It was only Papa Eze who did not understand.
“It is true, Papa Eze. They are married. What is this country turning into? Soha, you, you who left home only
yesterday to come to Lagos, you are married, married to a Lagos man, without telling anybody. It is a slight and
nothing else. What do I know? I didn’t go to school. If I had gone to school, you wouldn’t have treated me in this
way.”
“So you pregnated her,” Mama Bisi said to Soha’s husband in Yoruba. He did not immediately reply. Soha’s
heart missed a beat. “So it is showing already,” she said to herself. Mama Bisi smiled bitterly. “You children. You
think you can deceive us. I have seven children.”
“What is your name?” Mama Bisi asked Soha’s husband in Yoruba.
“Ibikunle,” he replied.
“Ibikunle, we don’t marry like this in the place where we come from …” Mama Eze did not finish.
“Even in the place where he comes from kpa kap,” Mama Bisi interrupted. “It is Lagos. When they come to Lagos
they forget their home background. Imagine coming here to say they are married. Where in the world do they do
this sort of thing?”
“You hear, Mr. Ibikunle, we don’t marry like that in my home,” Mama Eze said. “Home people will not regard
you as married. This is unheard of. And you tell me this is what the white people do. So when white people wish
to marry, they don’t seek the consent of their parents, they don’t even inform them. My sister’s daughter,” she
turned to Soha, “you have not done well. You have rewarded me with evil. Why did you not take me into
confidence? Am I not married? Is marriage a sin? Will I prevent you from marrying? Isn’t it the prayer of every
woman?”
“It is enough Mama Eze,” Mama Bisi said. “And besides …”
“You women talk too much. Mfr. Ibikunle has acted like a gentleman. What if he had run away after
pregnating Soha? What would you do?”
“Hear what my husband is saying. I don’t blame you. What am I saying? Aren’t you a man. Aren’t all men the
same? Mr. Ibikunle, take your wife to your house, and get ready to go home to see your father and mother-in-law.
I’ll help you with the preparations.”
Husband and wife went home. Mama Eze went home and told Soha’s parents what had happened. A whole
year passed. Mr. Ibikunle did not have the courage—or was it the money—to travel to Soha’s home to present
himself to Soha’s parents as their son-in-law.
46.35 Excerpt from Many Thing Begin For Change\fn{by Adaora Lily Ulasi (1932?(F) 5

)} Aba, Abia

State, Nigeria

Obieze, having finished his breakfast, and, with nothing urgently requiring his attention, decided to call in and
see one of his wives who had been shunning his advances lately. Of all his eight wives, this one presented him
with the greatest trouble. Either she must submit, or leave his compound. After all, he wasn’t her brother, but her
husband. This problem so dominated his mind as he circled his vast compound on his way to this particular wife’s
house, that he started when out of nowhere, and so unexpectedly, a panting runner stood before him.
“Eh?” the Chief demanded.
“Chief, they close native court,” the man said breathlessly.
The harsh words Obieze was about to pour on the man for having interrupted his journey and intruded on his
thoughts, died instantly in his throat.
“Who close court?”
352

The informer took a deep breath to steady himself before he replied.
“I no know—nobody know. Interpreter tell all the people way get business for court, make them go home.”
Obieze paused to digest this information fully.
“You mean we no get court here anymore?” he asked in surprise, his thoughts scattered. The informer had now
gained proper control of himself, so he replied in a normal voice:
“Me no know that. All I hear I tell you. I hear say they want for paint the place.”
“Paint!” shouted Obieze in disbelief. “But the place no dirty!” Then the thought came to him that with MacIntosh gone, and Mason, unknown to his colleagues, out of the way, the region’s headquarters would use painting
the building as an excuse until a new man was appointed to replace MacIntosh and Mason. The anxiety Obieze
felt at the outset left him. He was completely relaxed now. He afforded himself the luxury of a smile at a job well
executed as far as his helping to get rid of MacIntosh, doing away with Mason, and putting the headquarters in
complete disarray was concerned.
The informer, obeying the unwritten law that no one must interrupt a chief or speak without first being spoken
to by His Highness, stood waiting Obieze’s pleasure. But when something that seemed to him like eternity had
passed, and since the next bit of information he was itching to give Obieze was very vital, he coughed discreetly
to make the ruler aware that he was still standing there, and also to save himself from breaking the law. This
diplomacy brought instant result. For Obieze murmured:
“They lie, Foreigner lie too much!” After this the informer felt he could now impart to the Chief the vital
information he could no longer contain, and which was about to strangle him.
“Chief Obieze, I think I also for tell you say, another white man come for court this morning-time, and I think
he still be there.”
“Eh?” responded Obieze with shock. Encouraged by this reaction, the informer went on.
“He be still there when I lef for come here.”
“What the man look like?” Obieze asked, his shock deepening.
The informer scratched his head in an attempt to recall any outstanding feature of the visiting expatriate.
Finally he voiced what he could recall.
“All white man look like the same to me,” he began, “but this one long, and he get black hair.”
Obieze frowned and looked as if he was trying to put a name to the expatriate’s face, or to remember whether
he’d come across Jenkins before. When neithier prospect proved successful he said:
“I no think say I see this new man before. You think he be new A.D.O.?”\fn{ Assistant District Officer.}
To iliis his informer replied, "Ah, iliat I no fit say. I no wait for hear."
“What be him name?”
“That too I no wait for hear.”
“I want make you go back find out for me.”
“Yes, Chief.”
As his informer began to retreat, Obieze charged him with further responsibility.
“Wait!” he ordered. “Make you tell Anako, but make you no tell him in front of new white man, you hear?” he
warned, and the informer nodded. “I want make you tell Anako say I want him for come to see me for afternoon
time today.”
The informer left for the native court.
*
“You understand my instructions?” Jenkins once more asked the court interpreter.
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. You’re not to tell anyone anything about the missing keys until we know ourselves at headquarters.”
When Anako said he understood, Jenkins continued:
“By the way, Mr. MacIntosh is on leave.” Anako cut in\fn{ The text has: it.} with:
“Leave? But Mr. MacIntosh just come. He no be for here long to go leave!”
Jenkins was momentarily silenced, and then tried to explain as best he could, averting his eyes from those of
the court interpreter.
“I know, Mr. Anako, but these things happen.”
“He go come back, from the leave I mean?”
“Eh … I don’t really know. We’ll have to wait and see.”
Anako was no fool. He’d heard the hesitancy in Jenkins’ voice, and caught the point from his fifteen years of
experience of sensing A.D.O.s come and go.
“Maybe we go get another A.D.O.?” he pursued sadly. Jenkins iliought:
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“What the hell!” Why not tell the poor man the truth. After all, he’s worked for the regional government for
long enough.
“Yes, I think so, Mr. Anako,” he replied.
This statement from Jenkins saddened Anako deeply.
“Ah, Mr. MacIntosh, he be good man,” he said regretfully.
“Undoubtedly.”
“What say?”
“Yes, Mr. Anako, Mr. MacIntosh is a very nice man indeed.”
“Maybe you go come here yourself for replacement?” Anako asked Jenkins, looking up hopefully at him to
confirm it.
“I doubt it. My line’s entirely different. Look, I must get back to Utuka. The headquarters will be in touch with
you.”
“How for do about Mr. MacIntosh him office?”
“Oh, yes. Let me have a look at it.”
“But it lock,” Anako reminded him.
“Yes, I’m aware of that. I just want to have a look at it from the outside.”
As he and the interpreter walked, Jenkins turned to him and asked:
“By the way, is the window through which you got in still open?”
Anako confirmed this.
“Fanlight open too,” he told Jenkins. When they reached the open window Anako climbed in after Jenkins.
They looked round and found everything in order.
“Look, we’ll have to close the fanlight and just leave the window half open so you can get in should you
receive a call from headquarters.”
“All right, sir.”
Jenkins gathered what confidential papers he could find and prepared to leave. He had hIs feet on the window
ledge ready to jump down when Onyeso mysteriously appeared. They stared at each other. Onyeso burst out
laughing.
“A government employee burgling government premises! I wish I’d a photographer with me to put it on
celluloid!” Jenkins looked embarrassed.
“Look, Godfrey …” he began, but didn’t know how to continue.
“Isn’t it odd,” Onyeso went on, pressing his advantage, “that a law court still in session, at least it was sitting
up to last Friday, should be locked suddenly in order to have it painted?”
“Odd indeed, but odder things have happened. Godfrey, these things do happen,” replied Jenkins when he had
recovered himself and jumped down from the window ledge.
“What things?” Onyeso persisted.
“My friend, you ask too many questions!” Anako piped up from behind Jenkins.
“It’s quite all right, Mr. Anako. I’ll take care of this,” Jenkins told him. As he straightened up he continued:
“It so happens that most of these cases here should really now go to the court of appeal at Utuka. All that’s left
here at the moment are merely petty thefts and things like that.”
“But you have no keys?” Onyeso asked with feigned innocence. “You’ve just jumped out through an office
window,” he pointed out to Jenkins as if to refresh the latter’s memory.
“You’re absolutely right,” Jenkins replied with equilibrium and went on. “And that’s my privilege. But if you
must know, I forgot the keys at Utuka. I’m in a hurry. It’s just one of those things.”
“But surely the residential official—” Onyeso started, and Jenkins finished it for him.
“He’s on leave,” replied Jenkins. “He left the keys quite rightly with headquarters before he departed.”
“But the relief and the official stationed here are always together for a short period for the handing over,” Onyeso stubbornly pressed on. Jenkins wiped perspiration from his eyes as he answered.
“Yes. Mr. MacIntosh however had to take his leave quickly, while there’s a lull.” He suddenly became angry. "
“Look here, Godfrey. I’ve told you the truth and all I know. You can either take it or leave it.”
“Well, I’ll leave you to it,” replied the reporter, and walked off.
“Foolish man!” said Anako.
“Let’s leave the matter here, Mr. Anako,” said Jenkins as he saw the anger in the interpreter’s face. “Oh, he’ll
make trouble for us. Well,” continued Jenkins, looking about him, “I leave the premises in your hands. We’ll be in
touch with you from headquarters as soon as possible.”
“All right, sir.”
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Onyeso, having left Jenkins and Anako, ambled his way around the court grounds. His sharpened mind did not
for one minute believe what Jenkins had told him. The more he thought about it, the more fishy it became, so he
determined to find out the truth.
“You’re the night-watchman?” Onyeso asked, as he came upon old Eze.
“Yes, and janitor. What you want?” Eze wanted to know.
“I want you to do me a favor.”
“Who me?” asked Eze, aghast.
“Yes, you,” Onyeso told him, slightly amused at the startled look on the old man’s face.
“Well, what dash\fn{Bribe.} you want?” Eze asked, frowning, and Oyeso realized that the man had misunderstood his words. He burst out laughing as the full meaning of the situation hit him.
“I didn’t mean that I wanted you to give me a dash. I’m the one who'’l give you the dash if you do me a”—he
stopped as he searched for a simpler world which the night-watchman would understand—“a small favor,” he
finished patiently.
The alarmed expression on Eze’s face at the thought of giving anyone dash out of his seven and sixpence
monthly wage, relaxed, and he replied in a more friendly voice:
“Ah, now I follow you!”
“Good.” Onyeso then went on to enlighten him:
“I want you to tell me the real reason behind the court being painted.”
“Ah, Mr. …”
“Onyeso.”
“Mr. Onyeso, I no fit tell you,” said Eze without thinking.
Onyeso’s mouth twitched. His eyes danced viciously as he cornered Eze further.
“Why can’t you tell me?”
“The white man way jus’ lef say make we no say anything to anybody if anybody ask,” Eze continued stupidly.
“So there’s another reason then?”
“Yes, I mean No!” Eze shouted on realizing his indiscretion, and threw away his tooth pick. But Onyeso, having trapped his man, pressed on, this time with the added temptation of a cash reward thrown in.
“I’ll give you one pound a month as a retainer fee if you tell me.”
Eze swiveled his eyes to look Onyeso fully in the face. Was the man mad he thought, or was he deceiving him?
When he saw neither on Onyeso’s face—and also took in the immaculate, and for him, expensive robe and
trousers the reporter was wearing—he asked thickly:
“One pound every month?”
He’d never seen or handled such a lump sum at one go in his life. When Onyeso nodded with seriousness at
the query, Eze looked at him, open mouthed. One pound just for simple information, with more to come each
month! He looked mesmerized.
“Jesu cry!” he shouted at last, and rubbed his nose.
“Well?” Onyeso asked after minutes, when it seemed that Eze had completely disappeared into a dream world
and had forgotten his presence.
“Mr. Onyeso,” Eze began sorrowfully, “I no fit,” he added with a shake of his head, having searched his soul.
“Why not?” Onyeso asked.
“Because Mr. Jenkin way jus’ lef go sack me if he find out say I tell you,” he explained with an effort. The
anguish of letting a pound enter and slip out of his hands was too great.
“Look, if you tell me I won’t let anyone else know that it was you who gave me the information,” persuaded
Onyeso.
Eze looked up and searched the reporter’s face. He began to think again. This new proposition certainly
appealed to him. He cast his eyes on the ground to consider it further. He jerked his head up suddenly to express
another vital point.
“But you go put it for paper—” he reminded Onyeso, his eyes narrowing at the corners.
“True, but I won’t reveal my source of information. I won’t betray you now, or in the future, ever,” he told Eze
softly.
Eze inclined his head as this sank in. He straightened up and thought of the things he could do with twenty
shillings a month. The more he thought, the more the temptation to accept proved too great to resist. He could quit
the job here as night-watchman-cum-janitor for the mere pittance of seven and six a month, and his stomach
swollen night after night from the cold wind. But he threw that idea right out of his mind. If he did that the man
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standing before him would no longer be interested in him, and would withdraw his proposition. There would be
no access for him to obtain the necessary information that he was willing to pay so handsomely for.
Another line of thought came to him as he stood, deciding. He suddenly remembered that the season for planting crops was upon them and that the additional money would go a long way to help him out. He looked about
him to see if Anako or the driver were watching. When he saw neither he edged closer to this new benefactor and
cleared his throat.
“I go take the one pound. What you want for know?”
Onyeso, who had watched the struggle taking place in the night-watchman, and also witnessed the devil successfully gaining the upper hand, now murmured:
“I’ve told you before. I want to know the truth about what’s happening here.”
“Give me the money first,” Eze said, with a snap of his fingers. Onyeso hedged:
“Don’t you trust me?” Eze rubbed his eyes.
“I do, Mr. Onyeso, I do. But that no be for here or for there. I want make we finish the money palaver side
first.”
A crisp pound note changed hands. Eze glanced about him furtively as he folded the note and tucked it into his
lappa. He smirked his lips with satisfaction when the task was completed. His breathing became normal again.
“Mr. MacIntosh go for leave, Mr. Mason they no fit find. Somebody thief key.”
“What d’you mean about the D.O.?” Onyeso asked his man. The news about Mason was unexpected, and of
more interest.
“They say they no see him for headquarter,” Eze said impatiently, anxious to get away in case someone saw
him talking to the newspaper man.
“Oh? When was he missed?”
“That I no know. I think they ’fraid he loss, or they no go worry so.”
And with that Eze walked off to sweep up the leaves from under the trees.
*
Arthur Johnson, the government surveyor, knocked and entered the expansive office of the District Commissioner. Hughes watched his approach from behind his huge desk flanked on either side with leather chairs. He was
a man of medium height when he stood up, but gave the impression of being tall as he sat behind his desk.”
“You asked to see me?” said Johnson.
“Yes,” Hughes replied abstractedly, and added, “please sit down.”
“Thank you.”
The District Commissioner looked at some folders on his desk. He folded them and sat back in his seat.
“It’s been suggested that the soil here might be good for rubber planting. What d’you think?”
Johnson looked at him sharply.
“You mean the soil here at Utuka?”
“No, generally.”
Johnson considered for a moment.
“I can’t really say until I’ve tested the soil in other parts, but this area is definitely out of the question. The soil
is barren. One has only to look at the harvest each year to see that.”
“Hmmm,” mumbled Hughes, but Johnson added hastily.
“Idom may be different. The yams grow to nearly three feet tall there. The circumference varies of course. Still
it’s a rich harvest. I’ve seen them at the market.”
“Is that so? I wonder why nothing grows very much here despite all the hard work the local people put in, and
the heavy rainfall?” Hughes wondered.
“It’s just barren, I suppose.”
“Cultivation won't help?”
“We’ve tried that,” Johnson told him. “We got the yams to grow just eight inches but no more. Two inches
better than is normally produced by the locals.”
“Pity,” Hughes replied, looking again at the folders on his desk.
“Going back to rubber,” he went on, closing the folders once more. “How soon can you leave to sample the
soil at the place you mentioned?”
“Idom? Now if you like.”
“That’s a bit quick” Hughes told him slightly amused as he wondered whether it was he who was driving the
other man away, or if it was just enthusiasm for his job. Johnson replied with equilibrium.
“You sounded urgent when you mentioned the project.”
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“Yes, I know. I get all sorts of orders and requests from the Governor. I’m sure he thinks I’ve nothing else to
do but sit here and wait for his commands!” Johnson forced down the laugh that came to his voice and said:
“I could leave for Idom this morning to start the necessary tests if you want me to.”
“You know the place well, of course. D’you have any particular ground that you consider suitable? That is if
the decision to experiment in rubber became definite.”
“There’s a stretch of land a mile long of very good earth between Idom and Uru. In fact one can’t go wrong in
that area as far as other produce is concerned. Rubber is something different.”
“I see,” said Hughes. “Well, I’ll leave it in your hands.”
“Will that be all?” Johnson asked, preparing to get up. Hughes looked up from the folder.
“For the time being, yes.” Johnson stood up to leave. He added as an afterthought:
“I think, George, I may as well survey the land I mentioned while I’m about it.”
“How long will that take you?”
“Oh, allowing for delays and various other things, I should say a fortnight.”
“But you’ve only just returned from trek last week. Why not have a week’s break before you set out again.”
Johnson inwardly moaned at the idea of Hughes showing some concern on his behalf. Aloud he said:
“It doesn’t matter,” and added: “By the way, why I called earlier was to tell you that I’d some unfinished
business in Ichara and wished to go back. However, it’ll keep in view of the rubber venture.” Hughes’ hazel eyes
looked at him uncomprehendingly for a minute.
“Oh, yes, I remember now, I did tell Mark to ask if you’d be kind enough to call back.”
That’s not the way it was related to me, thought Johnson, but what does it matter? He left the Commissioner’s
office for his own home to prepare for the trip.
He went through the lounge and up a flight of stairs to the main bedroom. As usual, Evelyn Johnson was sunbathing on the small balcony off their bedroom, with only a towel resting carelessly between her thighs, and the
magazine, Home from Home, lying beside her. Johnson sighed and eyed her. What if their cook or steward wandered in, as servants often did unexpectedly, and saw her in that pose? he asked himself. A thought occurred to
him which sent sparks of shock right through him as he stood gazing at the exquisite figure of his wife. He shook
his head, as if by doing so he would shake the unpalatable thought off. No! he nearly screamed out, Evelyn
couldn’t descend that low—or could she? He’d heard of some wives buttonholing their servants while their husbands’ backs were turned; the myth, or the reality being that men in this hemisphere went much longer\fn{ Without
sex.} than their counterparts in the west.
Mrs. Johnson almost leapt as she heard her husband’s voice say in controlled rage:
“I]’m off to survey a field at Idom for rubber planting and you’re coming with me! I want no further gossip or
near scandal behind my back. Take everything you’ll require. We’ll be away for two weeks or more, depending.”
And I’ll also be out of the D.C.’s\fn{District Commissioner’s.} reach, he added to himself.
“That awful place?” Mrs. Johnson asked after she heard her husband out. “There’ll hardly be a soul in that rest
house but us, or me, for most of the time!” Johnson looked as if he couldn't care less if she stayed alone in the rest
house until doomsday.
“That awful place, as you put it my darling, also pays for our bread and butter!” he snapped.
“I know, you’ve told me before,” Evelyn Johnson replied, getting up.
“Good. I’m glad it’s sunk in,” said Johnson sarcastically. He was determined to hurt her, and hurt her deeply.
“I’ll pack a case,” she replied, trailing the towel behind her from the balcony into their bedroom.
Johnson, having finished packing his own case, went downstairs to tell their cook to be ready in ten minutes
with some utensils, and whatever food they had in the larder, to accompany them on trek. To their steward he said
to come up in about five minutes to pick up the cases. He went back to their bedroom to find his wife in only her
panties and brassiere brushing her shoulder-length hair before the dressing-table mirror.
“I wish you’d hurry,” he told her. “I want to reach Idom before it gets too hot.”
“All in good time,” she replied lazily, laying the brush aside and picking up her lipstick.
Johnson looked at her as if he wanted to strangle her. Instead he said:
“I told Louis to come up in five minutes to pick up our cases.”
“Well, I’m ready,” said Mrs. Johnson, as she rose from the dressing-table.
Her husband watched as she buttoned her slim figure into a canary-yellow cotton frock. In another minute
Louis knocked and went in and out again with the cases. Walking behind her to their car Johnson remarked:
“I wish you’d stop using that awful hair dye or whatever it is you use on your hair. I know you were once a
redhead, but your hair’s now the color of a watered-down carrot.”
Evelyn Johnson walked straight ahead without turning her head.
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“Watered-down carrot indeed! Planting vegetables has ruined your eyesight, Arthur. I’m only twenty-six and
neither use, nor do I need, a hair dye,” she hissed back at him.
Mrs. Johnson was years younger than her husband, a fact that had pleased him at first, but which he now
resented, as every male eye in the residential area and in the catering rest houses elsewhere always rested on her
with undisguised lust. Husband and wife got in their car and drove all the way to Idom in complete silence.
*
Hughes picked up his receiver.
“Extension two, please.” Jack Bailey came on the line.
“Yes, sir?”
“Is Mark back yet?”
“No, sir.”
“Have him call me when he gets back.”
“Yes, sir.” As Bailey was about to ring off, Hughes added:
“By the way, phone Ukana again, will you, and tell whoever’s there to inform the Chief about the temporary
closure of the court. If Mark’s still there when you get through, ask him to do it—if not, anyone will do,” said
Hughes and rang off.
Bailey looked at his watch. It said twelve fifteen. Another hour and forty-five minutes and I’ll be off for the
day, and away from Hughes, he thought to himself, and placed the call to Ukana. He looked around for something
to do to make him look busy while the call went through. As he did so, two of the drivers sent out on routes that
Mason could have taken to anyone of the five sub-stations, excluding Ukana, returned, but with no heartening
news. He decided against intruding on Hughes yet, until all the drivers were back. …
45.21 Excerpt from The Concubine\fn{by Elechi Emmanuel Amadi (1934-

)} Aluu,

Rivers State, Nigeria (M) 4

… “Adaku, what are we going to do?” Wigwe asked with his face between his hands,
“My lord, I don’t know,” his wife said tearfully. “Can we stop the marriage?”
“I fear Ekwe may grow violent again.”
“That is my fear, too.”
“He really loves Ihuoma, my lord.”
“Who doesn’t?”
“And she has helped us so much,”
“More than we can recount, I really believe she contributed most to restore Ekwe to normal.”
“Very true, my lord.”
“I wish Anyika had not interfered in this matter.”
“It is strange how he volunteered a divination without fees,” Adaku said,
“He often said that if people did not pay, his spirits would not let him see clearly into the future.”
“Yes, he always said so.”
“Maybe he is wrong this time since he wouldn’t let us pay.”
“We paid.”
“Yes, but with the money he gave us.”
“It makes no difference.”
“It should. After all, his spirits must have seen him handing the money over to us.”
“That is true.”
“So his divination is wrong.”
Wigwe would have liked to share his wife’s encouraging opinion but somehow he couldn't bring himself to do
so, He gazed steadily at the opposite wall and ground his teeth, Then he stretched his fingers one by one to relieve
his nerves. Ten successive crackling sounds broke the silence.
“My lord, let us try another medicine man.”
“It is difficult to get anyone as good as Anyika.”
“I have heard of a famous dibia at Aliji.”
“I have heard about him too.”
“He may be able to help us.”
Wigwe was skeptical but it seemed the only thing to do in their dilemma. It was not easy to persuade Ekwueme
to make the journey to Aliji. He told his father repeatedly that Anyika’s unsolicited divination was misleading. If
Ihuoma was a sea-goddess then he could very well be a sea-god himself, he argued. But religion is a deep-rooted
thing and in spite of himself the medicine man’s divination haunted him. No one could really argue with a dibia.
358

They were reputed to have four eyes—two for this world and two for the other world. They saw more than met
the layman’s eye. Ekwueme agreed to accompany his father.
Early the next morning, with their newly sharpened matchets dangling by their sides, they made the journey to
Aliji. Agwoturumbe the dibia was at home but Wigwe and his son were forced to stay for two nights at Aliji.
There was not much to worry about. They had friends and distant relations there and hospitality was not lacking.
Agwoturumbe himself was more than prepared to offer them food and shelter.
“I am used to it,” he said proudly, “because my clients come from far and near.”
In essence his divination was not much different from Anyika’s. In some parts there were astonishing
similarities in detail. But by far the most important difference in his divination was his assertion that he could bind
the Sea-King and prevent him from doing any harm.
“Are you sure you can do this?” Wigwe asked, eager to give way to the happiness that was rapidly gaining
ground in his mind. Agwoturumbe laughed. Ekwueme thought it was the most reassuring laugh he had ever heard.
“Is it because Anyika told you it was impossible?” the dibia asked between his laughter.
Wigwe’s eyes opened wide in aslonishment. How did the fellow know that they had been to Anyika and how
did he know what Anyika had told them? His respect for this short dibia with a shaggy head of hair and small
round belly grew.
The requisites for the sacrifice included among other bigger items a white piece of cloth, a white hen, a bright
red cock, seven ripe plantains, and a brightly colored male lizard.
“The Sea-King is a proud spirit and likes very bright colors,” Agwoturumbe pointed out. “The sacrifice will be
carried out as carefully as possible. It will have to be performed in a canoe on a river or creek by midnight. Since
Aliji has no big river or creek I shall have to come down to Omokachi when you have collected all the materials.
When will you be ready?”
“Eight days,” Wigwe replied. “Meanwhile can we go on with the marriage negotiations?”
“Yes, but the bride price should not be paid until the sacrifices have been offered, to be on the safe side.”
Satisfied and happy, father and son went back home and told Adaku who was triumphant:
“I told you Anyika didn’t know everything,” she said.
“You were right, Omasiridiya,” Wigwe replied. This was a very fond name for his wife which he used only
when he was exceptionally happy.
*
Agwoturumbe the dibia arrived with a great flourish. He had yellow paint round one eye and white paint round
the other. He walked with a swagger which made his small round belly appear bigger than it was. He carried no
knife or other weapons but everyone knew he was adequately protected. Behind him trotted a small boy carrying
his medicine bag. As he passed through Omokachi old men sitting in the reception halls hailed him.
“Turumbe! Turumbe!” they shouted. “What brings you here?”
“Same old mission, to keep devils at bay,” he beamed waving the wing of a vulture which served him for a fan.
Children ran out and shouted:
“Turumbe! Turumbe!” in imitation of their parents.
When he entered Wigwe’s compound people assumed it was in connection with Ekwueme’s recent mental
disturbance. But they wondered why Anyika was not present. Some said Wigwe had quarreled with Anyika,
others that Anyika’s charges were too high, still others that Anyika could not cope with the situation. The last
conjecture was quickly dismissed: a man whose body could not be cut with a sharp knife could cope with
anything. Most people believed that a sharp knife aimed at Anyika would only bounce harmlessly off.
Wigwe was fully prepared for Agwoturumbe’s visit. He had made a room ready for him several days in advance. According to the dibia’s instructions no woman was to enter this room seven days before his occupation.
Wigwe was also aware of his guest’s eating habits. Cocoyams and cassava were out of the question. The great
seer’s favorite dish was yam foo-foo accompanied by chicken soup. To meet this specification Wigwe had
collected a stack of yams and three chickens in Adaku’s kitchen.
When the medicine man had made himself at home in his room Ekwueme and Ihuoma came to greet him.
“Welcome, Agwoturumbe,” Ekwueme greeted.
“Thank you, my son. Ah, this is the beautiful girl in question, I am sure,” he said, regarding Ihuoma
appreciatively. “All will be well, my daughter, even if I have to make a journey to the bottom of the river myself.”
The young couple exchanged glances. There was no telling what this great dibia would do and they could not
help feeling excited. Here was a medicine man Anyika could not measure up to. He had not spent a night in the
village yet but everyone, including the little boys, knew he was around.
By evening, clients were pouring into Wigwe’s compound for divination. While they waited for their turn they
sat in the reception hall chatting and discussing the merits of Agwoturumbe. It was lucky, they said, he was here.
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He had saved them the trouble of making the long journey to Aliji. That evening Agwoturumbe collected a tidy
heap of manillas and his boy could not help thinking of the extra load he would be obliged to carry on their way
home.
Early the next morning Agwoturumbe went out to collect herbs and roots. The pressure of clients was much
more than he had expected and he had to replenish his rapidly diminishing stock. On his way he met Anyika who,
apparently an earlier riser, was returning from the same quest.
“Ha, Anyika my friend, I am pleased to see your eyes again.”
“Turumbe, what brings you here?” Anyika countered.
“The usual thing.”
“For whom are you working?”
“You know, of course, why pretend?”
“I am sure you have worked for more than one person since you came.”
“Well, then I have come to work for the whole village.”
“Turumbe, you're a tough one.”
“So are you, my friend Anyika. By the way where can I collect rats’ ears here? I see you have some.”
“Oh they are quite abundant here. Move up the road until you come to that Iroko tree over there. Go along the
narrow track that branches off by it. Rats’ ears grow abundantly there.”
“Thank you. What about mbelekuleku leaves?”
“Those are rare. But I have some in my house. Send your boy along.”
“I hope you won’t bewitch them and render my work useless.”
“Turumbe, you know very well you can trust me. If I did that I should not be punishing you but the villagers. I
regard this as my village and I play fair here.”
“I shall send my boy along.”
The two men shuffled along their different ways. They had a mutual respect for each other, though each
thought he was slightly the better dibia. Agwoturumbe was enjoying his immense popularity in the face of his
rival. In a way he pitied Anyika but felt that the people’s ovations were properly his due. What was more, it was
Anyika’s confessed inability to tame the Sea-King that caused his visit to Omokachi. On his part, Anyika was not
unduly worried. Whatever popularity Agwoturumbe was enjoying was bound to be short-lived. He realized that
sheer novelty played a big part in the villagers’ reactions. The people would come flocking to him as soon as his
rival had gone.
When Agwoturumbe returned to Wigwe’s compound he attended to and dismissed all his clients and prepared
for his major job. By now Wigwe had collected most of the items for the sacrifice apart from the brightly colored
lizard. The children could get one at any time.
“We need a boat at the riverside. Have you arranged for a boat?” the dibia asked Wigwe.
“Let me find out from my son.” Ekwueme was called.
He said he had not arranged for a boat.
“That is a serious omission,” the dibia said with some irritation. “You will have to go to the waterside right
away and get a boat ready. Now for the details of the sacrifice. Precisely at midnight we shall take off for the
middle of the river. There with the white hen in one hand and the red cock in the other I shall invoke the SeaKing. You will keep perfectly quiet. When he appears you must do all you can to control your fcars. He is usually
terrible to behold and you are bound to be afraid. You will drop the ripe plantains, the seven eggs and the other
items into the river while I plead with him. When he disappears the cock and the hen will be strangled and thrown
into the river. Then we shall row back quickly to the shore never looking back. He is a dandy\fn{ Well-dressed.} god
and so you will all turn up in your best dresses.”
“Will I come along?” Ekwueme asked.
“Of course you will, otherwise the whole thing will fail. The only person that must on no account accompany
us is your wife-to-be.”
After Anyika’s explanations Ekwueme went back to his room and sat there lost in thought. Sometime later his
father came round.
“When will you go to arrange for the canoe?” he asked.
“Dede, I don’t like this canoe affair.”
“There is nothing wrong with it.”
“There is.”
“What is it?”
“If what Agwoturumbe and Anyika divined is true, then I think it is extremely risky for me to take part in this
sacrifice on the river. As they say, the Sea-King is all out to destroy me. I know I have not married Ihuoma yet,
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but he must be aware I am about to. The outing on the river gives him an excellent opportunity to deal with me.
Look at the facts. First, the water is his own element; second, it will be very dark by midnight, and we shall be the
only people on the river at that time; third, I can’t swim. Now suppose the boat turns over which can easily
happen in the darkness, where will we be? No, I shall not step into the tiger’s mouth just like that.”
Wigwe ground his teeth in perplexity and asked: “Now what do you suggest?”
“An alternative sacrifice that does not involve boating by midnight. In fact I don’t want to go boating at any
time.”
“Look, Ekwe, I can’t swim either. If an old man is not afraid, why should you be? Besides we shall hire an
expert boatman.”
“Dede, the Sea-King is not after you, he is after me.”
“Do you want the whole sacrifice scrapped?”
“Let us ask Agwoturumbe for an alternative sacrifice.”
They went to interview the medicine man. He said:
“There is no alternative sacrifice. The Sea King is powerful and there is only one way to bind him. As your
father pointed out, we shall hire an experienced boatman who knows his way about the river. Besides I shall be
there with you. That by itself should be enough consolation.”
“Can’t we perform the sacrifice by the riverside?” Ekwueme asked dejectedly.
“As it is,” the dibia said “it is difficult enough to invoke the Sea-King at midstream. If we stay by the bank he
will not budge.”
Suddenly Ekwueme felt he was fighting for his life, and a wave of desperation swept over him. All along he
had tried not to believe Anyika’s divination. He had been willing to dare the spirit and marry Ihuoma. When
Agwoturumbe divined the same thing he began to think there was something in it. He discarded his unbelief when
the dibia said he could deal with the sea-spirit. He was willing to cooperate to eliminate this threat to his life. Now
that the medicine man explained the details of the sacrifice the underlying fears hitherto successfully repressed
came surging to the surface. He recalled Agwoturumbe’s warning: the Sea-King would be terrible to behold but
they were to show no fear or all would be lost. How could he show no fear in the face of his immortal and vastly
more powerful rival? No, it would be far better to face death at home than to be drowned or disposed of in who
knew what ways.
“I shall not take part in this sacrifice,” he said firmly.
“Ha! ha! Ha!” Agwoturumbe laughed loud and long and confidently. “Your son underrates my abilities. Listen,
young man. I, Agwoturumbe, have seen things some of which I can describe only at the risk of my life. Your case
is the least difficult of the many similar jobs that I have done. I have had to contend with several water and land
spirits at the same time. I have journeyed to the abodes of the water spirits themselves to plead with them. What is
more I can look into the future. As far as I can see we will all come back safely. More still, if by a rare chance the
boat turns over, all you and your father will have to do is to hold to Agwoturumbe and you will find yourselves by
the bank safe and dry.”
Greatly reassured Ekwueme went to the riverside to arrange for the boat. Wakiri accompanied him and he
could not help communicating his fears to his best friend.
“Ekwe,” Wakiri said, “I don’t think you have much to fear. I know how you feel but these medicine men are
immensely powerful. Agwoturumbe is very renowned and it is not for nothing.”
“Still, I wish I could swim,” Ekwueme said sadly.
“But why should the boat capsize?”
“For many reasons. In the dark it will not be easy to see obstacles like rocks; we might panic when the SeaKing appears; the spirit himself can turn the boat over. Wakiri, don’t you see?”
“Your imagination is working too hard, Ekwe.”
“Put yourself in my place. The trouble is that it is difficult to feel other people’s fears. Others are as good as
trees to us when it comes to feeling for them.”
Wakiri was hurt but he did not reproach his friend, who was under such great strain.
It was not easy to hire a boatman and his boat. Ekwueme inspected the many applicants and chose the man
who appeared the most dependable.
“You will merely row us out to midstream and back. What is your charge?”
“Five manillas,” said the boatman.
“Take two.”
“No.”
“Three.”
“No. Pay four.”
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“All right, I am in a hurry; I have no time to argue.”
“My boat is here. Step right in.”
“Not now.”
“When?”
“By midnight.”
“Midnight? What can you be wanting on the river by midnight? Are you going fishing?”
“Will you go or not?” Ekwe asked irritably.
“Not for four manillas.”
“How much, then?”
“Forty manillas and nothing less.”
Ekwueme realized the fellow did not want to go even for a hundred manillas. Soon other boatmen crowded
around him.
“Who is this who wants to go boating at midnight?” one stout fellow said.
“Must be a wizard or something.”
They looked at Ekwueme curiously and he grew angry. But anger would not do.
“Tell me exactly why you want to go on the river at midnight and I shall go with you.” It was the stout man
who spoke. Ekwueme drew him to one side out of earshot of all the rest and explained the situation to him. The
man agreed for the sum of fifteen manillas. He had done several jobs like that before for twenty, he said, but
because he rather liked Ekwe he was willing to go for fifteen.
“Let’s see your boat,” Ekwueme said.
They went along the bank and the man pointed at a big new boat.
“How many of you will be in the boat?”
“Three.”
“That is easy.”
“You must hold the boat firm when the Sea-King appears,” Ekwueme said solemnly.
“I will do that,” the man said smiling.
“Why do you smile?”
“Nothing.”
“Do tell me,” Ekwueme said with growing uneasiness, “have I overlooked anything?”
“Nothing,” the man said, his smile broadening.
“But what is amusing you?”
“Well, you see, people often said they saw the Sea-King, but I never saw him myself. I always felt the
medicine men were deceiving them.”
Ekwueme thought that over for a while.
“Maybe,” he replied, “he appeared to them and not to you.”
“Could be,” the man said and moved away. Somehow Ekwueme liked the man’s skepticism. If there was no
spirit to be seen the better. ..
120.101 The Hare And The Chief: A Folktale\fn{by Lingi Garba (1935-

)}

Kaltungo, Gombe State,Nigeria (F) 1

The chief grew groundnuts, and the hare came and harvested them, came and harvested them, and took them to
his house.
After a while the chief sent people to watch the fields. They went to watch.
The hare came and entered a gourd. When he saw those people standing there, he entered a gourd. He sang:
Tím, tím, tím, tím, kuuraa
Forward,
The king’s leg should be held tight,
Forward,
The king’s leg should be held tight,
Forward,
The king’s leg should be held tight.

Then the children (who had come to watch the farm) started coming home. When they arrived home, they told
the chief that there was something in the fields which deceived them, and that was why they had come running.
Then the chief prepared a thing of gum and told them to take it with them, to go and catch the one who was
finishing his groundnuts. He prepared it with breasts, with a vagina, with a head and with hands.
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When they came and saw him (the hare) standing, he entered the gourd. He sang:
Tím, tím, tím, tím, kuuraa
Forward,
The king’s leg should be held tight,

Then it (the thing of gum) remained silent. He (the hare) came out and said:
“I speak to you! And you are quiet! Are you not afraid?”
It remained quiet. He asked:
“I am talking to you and you remain silent what do you say?”
It still remained quiet.
Then he said that he would squeeze its breast. He stretched out his hand in order to squeeze, and his hand
entered the gum. He stretched out the other hand to squeeze, and his hand entered the gum.
He asked it to release his hand. He said that if it refused to release him he wold kick it with his foot. He kicked,
and the leg entered; he kicked with the other leg, and it entered.
He was suspended there.
The next day the chief and the people came on their horses. When they arrived, they saw him bound up. They
said to him, so, was he the one who had been finishing the groundnuts?
He said, no, they were lying. The hyena had told him that if he put his hand into the thing, he would give him
groundnuts. He said that it was the hyena who had been caught; the hyena had deceived him.
Then they released him from the gum. As they released him from the gum, he set off running. When he ran off,
they set off after him.
When he arrived, he saw some dogs assembled together. He said to the dogs that if they (the people) came and
spoke to them, they should not reply. He said to them that the people had said they were going to deal with him.
He went and hid. If they spoke to them, they should not reply.
When they arrived, they questioned the dogs, but the dogs remained silent. When they asked the dogs
remained silent; they just continued panting.
Then the hare came out. He said to them that the one who was panting was the one who had committed the
theft. Why could they not see this? He said that he had just arrived.
Then they caught the dogs and began beating them.
The hare went off. When he arrived he said to his wife that the thief had been caught, the one who had been
stealing the groundnuts.
124.109 The Transfer\fn{by Obafemi Awolowo (1937-

)}

Ikenne, Ogun State, Nigeria (F) 3

… The next morning, at about three o’clock, I heard the clanging of the keys; my cell was opened; and there
was Mr. Boyd together with Mr. Ogundahunsi and two others. I was asked to get dressed and be ready to move.
The rule was that when a CP traveled out, he did so in his own attire. But I adamantly refused to wear my own
dress. Consequently, I put on my prison uniform, and was ready. But before we left, I gave my private attire to Mr.
Ogundahunsi for delivery to my private secretary, Mr. Biodun Falade.
I requested for certain facilities. After the hearing of the appeal, I had sent away all books and papers relating
thereto. I was allowed to retain a number of books dealing with non-law subjects. I wanted this facility to
continue. I also wanted my personal doctor, as distinct from the prison doctor, to visit me once a month at
government expense. These requests were agreed to; and I had no earthly reason to continue my refusal which, in
any case, had proved futile.
On the journey to the airport, I was accompanied by Mr. Boyd and one other officer in the same car. Another
car followed with three occupants.
At the airport, a mild drama occurred. After I had boarded the plane with two escorts, the engines of the plane,
a Fokker 27, failed to start. They tried, and tried, and tried, and tried, for about fifteen minutes without success.
Everybody, except me, was visibly worried. The door was opened and I heard someone shout,
“This is surely a sabotage!”
My own guess was that the two airport workers who had seen me board the plane and were not too sure
whether it was I or not, but wanted to be sure, had decided to delay the plane’s take-off until daybreak. After a
flurry of activities and after, I suspected, an appeal had been made to the two workers who apparently had been
specially assigned to this unusually early and unscheduled flight, the engines started. It was now about five
o’clock, and we took off.
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At Calabar Mr. M. A. Ifijeh the superintendent, and Mr. Ewohunmi his assistant, met me at the airport in their
ceremonial uniforms. They stood to attention and gave a salute. I stretched my hand out to them. They smiled
benignly at me and gave me a hearty handshake as if we had been friends for years. I thought this was a
comforting and reassuring reception for a CP, and a foretaste of an enjoyable stay at Calabar.
But before I tell the story of my 25 months’ sojourn at Calabar Prison, the bizarre background to my transfer
from Ikoyi must be related.
Shortly after my imprisonment, there was a rumor that my adversaries in the NPC and some in the NCNC were
making active plans to poison me. As time went on, the rumor became widespread and persistent.
When I heard the rumor, I was indifferent. I did not put the intended villainy beyond my foes, but there was
nothing I personally could do to prevent the act. As it was, I was completely at the mercy of my foes who were in
power, and who would not scruple to procure a prison officer or warder to inject poison into my food. Besides,
there was at that stage, no substance in the rumor. Even if there was, I was still powerless. My only armor was
God. I, therefore, refused to discuss the rumor at any length with my visitors. But, in due course, an indirect
substantiation of the rumor came from two sources.
The first was a very good and loyal friend of mine. He was Chief Akinyele, the Otun of Itoku in Abeokuta (of
blessed memory). He was also an intimate friend of Chief M. A. Majekodunmi, who was the administrator of the
Western Region from 29 May to 31 December 1962, when the region was administered under a state of
emergency. He it was who ordered my restriction and lastly my house arrest from 29 May to 2 November 1962.
Chief Akinyele paid me a visit at Ikoyi in about February 1964. It was his first since my incarceration. He was
accompanied by Chief Toye Coker who also, at that time, was a good and loyal friend of mine.
Chief Akinyele was an ebullient character. When we met and embraced each other, I was jovial but he was
melancholy. After he had been seated, he burst into tears.
About one minute or so passed before he was able to speak. He had been very much disturbed by the rumor
that I was going to be poisoned. At first he had discounted it, but when it persisted and gained wide currency, he
had spoken frankly to Chief M. A. Majekodunmi about it. To his dismay and utter depression, the latter neither
confirmed nor denied the rumor. All he said, by way of advice, was that it would be in Chief Awolowo’s interest if
his admirers and fanatical supporters desisted from shouting his name and singing his praise all over the place.
The Otun burst into tears again.
I was moved. But I had to tell him, quite bluntly, that there was nothing he or I or anyone could do to prevent
the act, if my foes were determined to carry out their evil intention. For instance, he could not take me with him,
on his departure, to put me out of danger. I pointed to the high walls surrounding the prison with barbed wires on
top of them, and remarked that I could not climb the walls to escape. Even if I could, it would be an extremely
cowardly act which I should not contemplate or attempt. And even if I did, and escaped to the other side, I would
soon be recaptured with the unsolicited aid of young persons and others who would shout “Awo, Awo, Awo!” on
my trail.
However, I gave him a positive and categorical assurance. Whilst no human being could help, there is always a
Providential Intervention in times of dire need which never fails. Therefore, what he and others and all of us
should do was to pray fervently for that Divine Intervention.
The second source of indirect substantiation was Prophet B. A. Otubogunwa. When the rumor was at its peak,
he made a prediction which was published in the Drum Magazine of March 1964, stating that “Towards the end of
the year the death of a prisoner will cause unrest and rioting in Nigeria.” Though no name was mentioned, yet it
was generally believed that I was that prisoner. To enhance the stature of the prophet and add credibility to his
prophecy, there was a full-page color portrait of the prophet in the Drum Magazine.
Unfortunately, after this prophecy, one of my colleagues, Mr Sunbo Jibowu, who was serving his jail term at
Kirikiri Prison, died. There was no rioting. The prophet was, therefore, questioned by a Drum Magazine
correspondent. His reply was as follows:
I am very certain that another important political prisoner will die before the end of this year. His death will lead to
very serious political unrest and rioting.\fn{Drum Magazine, October 1964, Ghana Edition.}

The prophet was now more direct. All lingering doubts disappeared. I was the only “important political
prisoner” in Nigeria at that time. Consequently, I was satisfied that the prophecy had been induced by a cabal
within the NCNC to excuse my eventual death as natural; and as an act of God, already foreseen by one of His
prophets. The cabal was, of course, acting in pursuance of the common design of the NPC/NCNC coalition.
When the rumor persisted the director of prisons, unknown to me, gave imperative instructions to the
superintendent at Ikoyi as follows:
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1. Only trusted first-timer prisoners from areas known to be loyal to me in the country should prepare and serve my
food.
2. Such prisoners should be put into individual cells and should not be allowed to mix with other prisoners whether
first-timer or habitual.
3. Food and water intended for me should be tasted not by a junior warder but by an officer not lower in rank than a
cadet officer.

The rumor started and gained currency when Mr. Ogundahunsi was on leave. Mr. J. S. Ebili, a Superintendent,
who took charge in Ogundahunsi’s absence, carried out the instructions faithfully without breathing a word to me.
When Mr. Ogundahunsi returned, Messrs Sasore, Akinsanya, and Umoren constantly accused him of being
inconsiderate in changing our cooks and stewards every so often. With the result that, with regard to our food, the
style of cooking was always changing. We could not anticipate what was coming for lunch or dinner. I did not
complain. However, one day Ogundahunsi had to disclose to me in confidence the reason why constant changes
had to be made. After some time a permanent arrangement was made, and my colleagues were satisfied.
I am still on this poison episode. Exactly a fortnight after I had arrived in Calabar, Chief Osagie ostensibly paid
an official visit. He had actually paid the visit to explain to me why he had to transfer me from Ikoyi, and, to
ensure that I was as comfortable as prison regulations and a liberal interpretation of them permitted.
With regard to my transfer, he had acted swiftly in order to forestall the federal government. There had been a
powerful move to transfer me to somewhere in the Northern Region. But on reflection, it had been thought more
prudent to postpone the transfer until my appeal was disposed of.
After judgment in the appeal, he had feared that one day he might be instructed by the Minister for Internal
Affairs, who was a rabid enemy, to transfer me to one of the northern prisons which, at that time, were all under
the Native Authorities, and badly run. I would be most uncomfortable in any of them.
There had been complaints in official circles that I was holding political meetings at Ikoyi to plan the
overthrow of the federal government, and that it was necessary to transfer me out of the easy reach of my political
associates. There was no iota of truth in this allegation. He had no doubt that it was just a pretext for what looked
to him like an ulterior motive. He therefore decided to forestall the minister before the latter gave him an order
which he would have to carry out whether he liked it or not. He said nothing about the poison episode. However,
his action was clearly and unerringly suggestive.
Much later, an authentic and direct substantiation of the attempt to poison me came. It was from no less a
person than Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe who was the president of Nigeria at the time the rumor was rampant and loud.
The Punch of Thursday 26 April 1979, carried a report on Dr. Azikiwe in the following words.
Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, the presidential candidate of Nigeria People’s Party (NPP) has described his colleague in the
Unity Party of Nigeria, Chief Obafemi Awolowo, as an ungrateful person. He said but for him, Chief Awolowo would
not be alive today. Dr. Azikiwe told newsmen in Lagos yesterday of a time when Chief Awolowo was to be detained
during the treasonable felony trials at a place where he would have been killed. He said he insisted that Chief Awolowo
should be detained at Calabar where Chief Awolowo was later released in 1966 by Mr. Yakabu Gowon.
“The tragedy of the situation is that it is the same Chief Awolowo who was reported to have accused me of being a
tax dodger, unfit to lead,” he declared.

For my safety in prison, I owe a huge debt of gratitude to Chief Giwa Osagie, together with his subordinate
officers and men who faithfully carried out his instructions to protect me from harm. Chief Osagie and I never met
until that night at Broad Street Prison when my colleagues and I refused voluntary lock-up. And that was an
unfriendly meeting. I was therefore overwhelmed by the kindness and humanity which he exhibited towards me
when my life was seriously threatened, and I was powerless to defend myself against my inveterate enemies.
Paul the Apostle in his second letter. to Timothy (II Timothy 4:14) says,
Alexander the Coppersmith did me much evil: the Lord reward him according to his works.

The best way, I think, I can phrase my deep sense of gratitude to Chief Osagie is to adapt, in reverse, Paul’s
reference to Alexander the Coppersmith, and say loud and clear,
“Chief Giwa Osagie, the Director of Prisons in 1964-1966, did me much good: may God reward him
munificently, and bless him all the days of his life.”
Until he spoke in 1979—fifteen years later—I did not know and I had no means of knowing what part Dr.
Azikiwe had played in the odious and inhuman attempt to kill me. I still have no means of knowing. However, I
now have his ipse dixit, which I accept. And so, I am sincerely grateful to him for his kind contribution, and,
particularly for letting the world know the truth that a serious attempt was actually made by my political
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opponents to destroy me physically in prison.
296.162 Excerpt from Yomi’s Adventures\fn{by Audrey Ajose (c.1937- )} Lagos?, Ibadan?, Nigeria (F) 8½
1
It was dusk.
All over Ibadan people were preparing their evening meal. Mrs. Kayode, like thousands of other house wives,
was busy in the kitchen. As she stirred the stew, the charcoal fire lit her face with a red glow, and she called out
occasionally to her daughter for more charcoal or water. She was a tall, handsome woman wearing a blue buba
and her lapa was tied high under her armpits.
“Yomi, pass me the salt,” said Mrs. Kayode, stretching out her hand. Her daughter, who was standing at the
kitchen door, did not reply.
“Yomi,” cried her mother again, and with a guilty start Yomi looked round.
“Yes, Ma?”
“Pass me the salt and stop dreaming. From the way you are behaving one would think it was the end of the
world.”
Yomi obeyed her mother although she was no longer listening. Her eyes were fixed on the square patch of
light on the other side of the small wall separating her home from the house opposite.
The shadow of a man, old and stooping, passed across the ragged curtain and Yomi sighed sadly. Her mother
spoke again,
“Is the table set for your father's supper?”
“Yes, Ma.”
At that moment there came the toot of a horn, and in an instant Yomi was jolted out of her reverie. She ran
quickly through the darkening hail, not stopping to turn on the light or to salute the fat trader who sat on the
verandah selling sweets, cigarettes, and matches. She ran down the stairs to the yellow car which had just drawn
up.
As she did so, a tall man with a moustache got out of the car. All the children had stopped playing as the car
drew up and now they ran to greet the man. One closed the car door and another took his case from him. Yomi ran
up and said,
“Welcome, Papa.” Then, because there was nothing else for her to do, and because she wanted to show her
father how pleased she was to see him, she took his paper from his hand and followed behind him.
Mr. Kayode stopped to salute the trader and to buy a packet of cigarettes. It was a daily ritual which Yomi
loved. She would have liked to linger and listen to the discussion between her father and Ma Trader, but she still
had to help her mother finish preparing the evening meal. She ran round to the backyard and asked one of the
young children to put the paper in the sitting-room upstairs while she carried the food into the dining-room.
Mr. Kayode came in a few minutes later and sat down at the table.
“Bring me some beer please, Yomi.”
Yomi placed a bowl of eba before her father, then hurried to obey. After she had served him, she waited by the
door in case he should want anything else.
Her father ate hungrily and with relish. He finished the meal and leaned back with a sigh of contentment. He lit
a cigarette slowly, then turned to look at his daughter.
“What is the matter with you tonight?” he asked. “You don’t seem as merry as usual.”
“Oh, take no notice of her,” called Mrs. Kayode from the verandah where she was talking to Ma Trader. “She
is upset because Pa Olu is going back to his village tonight. Silly child. She ought to be happy he is going
somewhere where he will be looked after. If you ask me,” she continued, entering the room to get her purse, “it is
very kind of that daughter-in-law of his to have that old drunkard in her house.” She went out again abruptly.
“Is that why you are sad tonight?” asked her father gently. “Because Pa is going to live with his son?” Yomi
nodded, looking at the ground.
“Yomi! Dupe and Fola are here for you,” came her mother’s voice faintly from the verandah. Mr. Kayode
ignored the interruption.
“Don’t you think you are sorry that Pa is leaving for the wrong reasons?” he continued.
*
Yomi thought about it.
Ever since she was a child Pa Olu had lived across the wall taking photographs, and getting drunk on
Saturdays. For the past year or so his drinking habits had extended to other nights as well; so perhaps it was not
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surprising that his business had failed. Even his assistant James had left him in the end because he was not getting
his wages regularly.
Yomi swallowed, choking back tears.
After James went, it was she who had helped Pa Olu. She had spent all her spare moments in the small, stuffy,
dark room, developing and printing photographs when he had been too ill to do so himself.
Lately she had even taken the photographs for him. Unfortunately people do not think much of a photographer
whose only assistant is a school-girl, even if the photographs are good, and little by little Pa’s clientele had fallen
off.
“I know you love photography—though I can’t imagine why—so don’t you think the real reason you are sorry
is because you won’t be able to use the studio and play with those cameras when Pa goes?”
At the mention of cameras, two large tears rolled down Yomi's cheeks in spite of her self. Her father was
startled and concerned at the effect of his words.
“Now don’t cry—”
He broke off as Mrs. Kayode entered the room.
“Yomi! I’ve called you once—”she began crossly. Seeing her only child in tears she stopped abruptly and the
tone of her voice changed.
“What’s the matter?” she asked, looking at her husband. She had not seen her daughter cry since she was a
little girl.
“Listen, Yomi,” Mr. Kayode was talking again, “would you like a camera of your own?” Yomi nodded and
tried unsuccessfully to dry her tears.
“Tomorrow I will take you to town and we will buy a camera. Wait for me after school is over.”
For a moment Yorni could hardly believe her ears. A camera! Something she had always wanted and never
hoped to have.
“Oh, thank you, Papa! Thank you!”
Her tears were forgotten. Although she kept her eyes lowered respectfully while her parents spoke to her, they
could still see the expression on her face. The joy that transfigured her face more than repaid her father for his
promise.
The only one who felt unhappy was Mrs. Kayode.
“Now run along. Your friends are waiting for you.”
With a sense of foreboding she watched her child leave the room. Yomi had been delighted, too delighted, at
the thought of having her own camera.
“I hope she won’t start having ideas about being a photographer,” she said aloud. “I feel as if something
terrible is going to happen.”
“Oh, I doubt it,” replied her husband. Mr. Kayode stretched and began to read the paper.
*
When Mr. Kayode called for his daughter at her school the following day, he found her waiting with Dupe and
Fola. They greeted him respectfully, then Yomi asked,
“Please, Papa, may Dupe and Fola come with us?”
“Of course they may. Get in.”
The three girls climbed into the car excitedly, and they started off for town.
The streets were almost deserted because it was so very hot. It was nearly three o’clock and most people were
resting. Mr. Kayode parked the car near one of the large stores.
Inside the store it was cool and empty. The assistant got to his feet sluggishly. In spite of the comparative cool ness of the shop he felt hot and tired. At the sight of Mr. Kayode he suddenly forgot his tiredness.
“Good afternoon, sir.”
“Good afternoon. We want to buy a camera. A good one.”
It took quite a time to decide on a model but, finally, a film was put in the camera and the machine belonged to
Yomi. She took the camera in her hands and fingered the shining, brown leather case lovingly.
“Thank you very, very much, Papa,” she said, then, turning to Dupe and Fola, she asked them to come home
with her. “I want to take Papa’s and Ma’s photograph first, and then yours.”
“I can’t come,” replied Dupe. “As it is I shall be late in getting home.”
“It won’t take long.”
“Can’t you take it tomorrow at school?” suggested Fola.
“Yomi is not taking the camera to school. It might get broken,” interrupted Mr. Kayode firmly.
There was a little silence. Yomi’s heart sank. She hoped her father would not begin to censor the use of her
camera.
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*
Poor Yomi! Her worst fears were soon realised. The next day at school, Dupe found her looking most dismal.
“What’s the matter?” she asked, taking her friend’s arm.
“Oh, nothing,” Yomi kicked savagely at a leaf, then she burst out,
“It’s father! He keeps on telling me what to photograph. Last night I did photographs of every one in the house.
Even that’s bad enough without him telling me how to take the photograph.” She stopped and looked at Dupe
seriously.
“I want to do it all myself—alone. I want to take exciting pictures. Not just of people but of other things,
exciting things.” Dupe looked amazed.
“What do you mean exciting things?”
“Oh I don’t know.” Yomi turned away. “Something different, I suppose.”
Dupe was worried. She wondered what was wrong with Yomi, and why she was restless and unhappy. At that
moment she saw Fola and thankfully changed the subject.
“Look! there is Fola,” she said, nodding towards their plump little friend. Fola ran panting up to them.
“Yomi, I’ve got something for you.” She had a crumpled piece of paper in her hand which she pushed under
their noses.
“Look!” Yomi took the paper and read slowly:
Photographic competition.
Win a luxury trip to Paris.
All expenses paid plus £100 dress allowance.
All you have to do to win this fabulous prize is to take a photograph illustrating the caption,
“Dig those Crazy Crispies!”.
Send in 24 wrappers from any Crispie product along with the following entry form.

Underneath this it said in big letters:
1ST PRIZE—TRIP TO PARIS BY PLANE
10 DAYS IN A TOP PARISIAN HOTEL
£100 FOR EXPENSES.
2ND PRIZE—A BEAUTIFUL NEW GEO-PROSY CAMERA
WITH ALL ACCESSORIES.

The paper was a little torn after this.
“I’m sorry about the tear,' said Fola, “but my baby brother got hold of the form and began to eat it. I only just
saved it.” They laughed.
“Will you go in for the competition?” asked Dupe. Yomi nodded,
“Yes, I should love to”.
“I’ve got three Crispie wrappers at home,” interrupted Fola.
“Ma Trader sells Crispies. She would be able to let me have some wrappers.” Talking happily, the three girls
walked slowly to their first class.
*
That evening Yomi told her father about her plan to enter for the competition. He laughed.
“Do you think you’ll win anything?”
“Don’t encourage her,” exclaimed Mrs. Kayode. “Nothing but harm will come from all this business. She
should be studying, not playing with silly toys.”
*
However, Yomi got her way. For the next week she thought, slept and lived the words, “Dig those Crazy
Crispies”.
She did not really understand the slogan. Nor did Dupe and Fola. They thought it rather silly to dig Crispies.
As the practical Dupe remarked,
“Why bury them in the first place?”
That week Yomi took twelve photographs altogether. Some showed Fola eating a bar of Crispies. Another was
of Fola and Dupe fighting over a packet of Crispies. Yet another showed Dupe feeding her pet canary with some
chocolate Crispies. They were all good photographs, but somehow Yomi felt they were not quite what she wanted.
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She was sitting on the stairs one evening wondering how she could best use the last two exposures in her
camera, when Ma Trader’s dog trotted past her. Absentmindedly, she watched him go behind a small bush nearby
and begin to dig energetically.
The thought came to her that Ma Trader would probably like a picture of her pet, and also that the funny
animal would make a good subject. She thought rapidly about the best way to take the photograph. As she moved
cautiously towards the animal, he stopped digging and growled.
“This is going to be a good one,” she thought.
Click.
It was finished. The dog growled again, then dropped the packet he was carrying in his mouth into the hole and
covered it up.
“I don’t want your packet,” smiled Yomi.
She wound round the film, took a second photograph, then went upstairs to her room to put away the camera.
*
The following evening, a week after Fola had given her the entry form, Yomi went round to see James, who
used to help Pa Olu.
“Good evening, brother James.”
“Hello, Yomi. I haven’t seen you for a long time. How are your parents?”
“Fine, thank you.”
“And Dupe and Fola?”
“Fine.”
“What are you doing with yourself these days?”
“I went in for a photographic competition.”
“Win anything?” asked James, laughing.
“I haven’t sent it in yet,” said Yomi carefully. “I still have to develop the negatives.” She scratched her head
nervously.
“Brother James, do you think I could dev … I mean could you develop the negatives for me?”
“Yomi, you know I’m too busy for such things.”
“Please, brother.” She looked appealingly at him.
“What you want to know is if you may use my developer, ummm?” he asked with a twinkle in his eye. Yomi
remained silent.
James looked at her. He had a soft spot for the skinny girl who stood before him. Perhaps he also remembered
the times Yomi had helped him tidy up Pa’s studio so that he could leave early to meet his girlfriend.
“Oh, all right. Take them in.”
*
It took very little time to develop and print the photographs.
“Let’s see how they look,” said James. “Humm. Fola is growing into a pretty girl. Now that is a nice one of
Dupe, pity her canary is prettier than she is.”
Yomi was not listening. She looked carefully at each picture, weighing up its merits. She looked at one of
Dupe’s pet and suddenly she remembered.
Of course! Ma Trader’s dog. That was a good one. She shuffled quickly through the prints.
“Yes,” she thought looking at it, “It is good.”
The packet the dog had been burying showed up clearly. With a little thrill of joy Yomi saw that it was a packet
of Crispies biscuits. She smiled to herself.
“I’ll send this one.” When she got home she filled in the entry form.
NAME: Yomi Kayode.
ADDRESS: St Teresa Street, Ibadan, Nigeria.

Her father said the photograph of Fola was the nicest and ought to be sent. Her mother said the one of Dupe
was more unusual, but Yomi had her way, and the photograph of Ma Trader’s dog was sent to London, By Air, the
following day.\fn{All italics are in the text:H}
2
The offices of Crispies and Company are situated in a small street in East London.
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It was almost three months after Yomi had sent in the photograph with such very high hopes. Her life in Ibadan
continued uneventfully, but life in the head offices of Crispies and Company was, on this wet morning, charged
with unpleasant cross currents.
There was a definite feeling of trouble in the air and, had Yomi only known it, she was the cause of the storm
which was about to break.
Mr. Williams, who was responsible for the competition drove his car into the courtyard behind the offices. The
car skidded a little on the wet cobbles and then came to a standstill. He locked the car and ran out of the rain into
the old, four-storey building.
Inside, everything was cheerful and bright. The telephonist, whose office overlooked the yard, called a greeting
through the half-open door of her office.
“Good morning, Mr. Williams.” He smiled at her.
“Good morning, Mrs. Parkings,” and ran up the narrow, polished staircase.
“He is nice, isn’t he?” said Miss Jones the assistant telephonist. The other girls nodded in agreement. “Pity we
won’t be seeing much more of him,” said Mrs. Parkings reflectively. The secretary who belonged to the Sales and
Orders department on the ground floor said sharply,
“What do you mean? Is he leaving? Is he getting married?”
“No,” said Mrs. Parkings. “Much worse than that.”
“His mother died, didn’t she?” asked Miss Jones.
The secretary said “Hush,” and the babble died down.
“Well,” said Mrs. Parkings, “the director phoned Mr. Williams at nine this morning. However, Mr. Percy was
in, so he took the call. You know what he is like.” There was a murmur of agreement.
“Well,” continued Mrs. Parkings, “the director said that Mr. Williams was to be informed as soon as he put in
an appearance that there is to be a director’s meeting at ten this morning.”
“That doesn’t mean anything,” said the secretary.
“Oh yes, it does! You should have heard the tone of his voice.”
*
When Mr. Williams reached his office on the third floor he found Mr. Percy waiting for him.
“Hello, Percy. How are you?” he said, opening the office door. Mr Percy followed him in. Bob Williams hung
up his coat, then turned to face his assistant.
“What can I do for you?”
He listened to the message. Outwardly he appeared calm, but he was perturbed.
“Thank you, Ronald. It was kind of you to give me the news, but I can’t imagine why you didn’t leave a
memorandum on my desk,” he said pleasantly.
“I thought I ought to deliver the message personally because it sounded important,” replied Mr. Percy emphatically, as he left the room.
After he had gone, Mr Williams stood at the window looking out at the dark-suited men hurrying to and fro in
the street below. He was worried by the obvious delight in Mr. Percy’s voice. If his assistant was pleased about the
forthcoming board meeting, it probably meant that he, Williams, was in trouble.
Ronald Percy closed the door quietly behind him. He felt pleased with himself. He did not like Williams. The
directors had no right to appoint Williams over his head.
Now they would see what happened when a newcomer was put in a responsible position instead of someone
who really knew the firm. Soon he would be the one sitting in a room overlooking the Street instead of sharing a
room with Williams’ secretary.
*
The board room was quiet except for the voice of Mr Logan, the chairman.
“Can you explain to us, Mr. Williams, how that photograph came to be submitted in the first place to the
selection committee? Secondly, with yourself as chairman of the committee, how did such a picture come to be
selected? You had the entry forms before you. Didn’t you notice that the person who sent in this photograph”—he
gestured towards some papers lying in front of him—“did not reside in Britain? In fact, we are given to
understand that you were the one who swayed the panel to choose this,”—he gestured again—“as the winning
photograph. What explanation have you? What do you have to say for yourself?”
Mr. Williams remained silent. He had nothing to say. He had to admit that he had not really been concentrating
on what he was doing that morning. Somehow he could not bring himself to explain that he had been worried. His
mother had been seriously ill and had died a few days later.
“I’m sorry,” he said in a low clear voice.
“Sorry!” exploded Logan.
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“Look here, Williams, do you know how much it will cost us to fly this person all the way from Nigeria to
Paris? and we have already spent much more on this campaign than we intended to—on your advice!”
Mr. Percy smirked from the other side of the room as recriminations were heaped on the head of the luckless
Mr. Williams. Mr Williams saw the smile and he was filled with sudden anger.
“So Ronald thinks he is going to step into my job, does he?” he thought grimly. “Not if I can help it.”
His brain began to function again. Aloud he said,
“I’ve said I’m sorry, but words won’t help. The thing is done now. In fact, a letter has gone off to the winner.”
He paused.
“But the press don’t know yet. I was waiting until the publicity over the diamond robbery in South Africa blew
over so that our story would get the maximum attention. Well, sir, I think this will bring us even more publicity
than we could ever have hoped for.”
Mr. Williams was thinking quickly, marshalling his thoughts logically. He looked at Mr Logan.
“This will probably double our sales for the next six months.”
There was silence.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, sir, if we let it get out that a big mistake was made over the winner of the competition—”
“They will laugh at us!” interrupted Percy angrily.
“Order,” said the chairman. Some of the dislike the board felt for Bob Williams was shifted to Mr. Percy.
“It so happens that the winner is a fifteen-year-old child. We can say that she had always wanted to visit
Britain, so she went in for this competition, thinking that she could get to Britain more easily from Paris than from
Nigeria.
“It makes a good story. We’d get publicity from the press without paying and might even make the front page.
She probably has some relations here she could stay with, most Nigerians do, and it would save us hotel bills and
solve the problem of finding a hotel for her.”
Mr. Williams went on talking, amplifying his statements. The board listened, and the longer it listened, the
more convinced it became that Bob Williams was right.
When the meeting ended, Mr. Percy was still Assistant Publicity Officer and Mr. Williams had kept his job.
3
Yomi received the letter informing her that she had won the competition on a Friday morning as she was
leaving for school.
She had quite forgotten about the competition and her camera was in a cardboard box under her bed, until the
July exams were over. She stood for a moment turning the letter over in her hands, again and again.
“Why don’t you open it?” asked Fola, screwing up her eyes against the morning sun.
“I don’t know. To make the excitement last longer, I suppose.”
“Well, perhaps you had better wait till we see Dupe or she will be offended not to share the excitement,” re marked Fola with a surprising amount of sarcasm for such a gentle person. Yomi looked at the letter once more,
then she cried, “I know what it is. It’s the competition,” and she began to open the envelope feverishly as if to
make up for lost time.
Inside was a brief letter:
Dear Madam,
This is to inform you that you have won first prize in our “Win a trip to Paris” contest …

She did not read on.
“I’ve won. Fola, I’ve won! First Prize! I am going to Paris!” Her voice rose to a squeak of excitement.
“I’m going to Paris! Oh Fola, I do wish you and Dupe could come with me.”
She danced round in the middle of the Street singing “Paris! To Paris!” Then she suddenly stopped.
“Fola, where is Paris?”
*
That evening Mr. Airley, the agent for Crispies and Company in Nigeria, called on Mr. and Mrs. Kayode.
They were closeted in the sitting-room for nearly two hours. At the end of that time, Yomi, who had prac tically
bitten her nails away with nervousness, was called in to the sitting room.
Fortunately for Fola and Dupe, who had been waiting on the stairs with her, she did not remain there for long.
She emerged a few minutes later saying breathlessly,
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“It’s all been arranged.” The three girls sat down under the shade of the orange tree while Yomi explained it all.
“I’m to go to London as soon as we get our holidays. Instead of staying at a hotel, I’m staying with my father’s
sister, Aunty Funke. I’m flying. I’m going to get new clothes and be in all the English newspapers!”
“Don’t they have papers in Scotland as well?”
“Shut up, Fola.”
“And tomorrow I’m giving a press conference.”
“What’s that?”
“Can we come too?”
“I hope so.”
“Ask Mr. Airley before he goes. Here he comes.” They stood up as Mr Airley came across the yard followed
by Mr. Kayode.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Airley.”
“Hello, Yomi. Feeling excited?”
“Yes,” she nodded. “Emmm, Mr Airley, can Dupe and Fola come with me tomorrow? You see, they helped me
take some photographs for the competition and they are my best friends …”
Her voice trailed off, but Mr. Airley was smiling. He said,
“Yes, of course they can come.”
*
The press conference on the following day was the prelude to a few hectic weeks. The newspapers carried
stories of the fifteen-year-old Nigerian girl who had won first prize in a photographic competition, for which she
had not been qualified to enter.
“First prize mistakenly awarded to Nigerian school girl.”
“She deserved to win,” says Director, “but was not qualified to enter as she resided outside Britain.”
“Nigeria scores again. From five hundred entries to a photographic competition run by Crispies and Company,
confectioners, a fifteen-year-old girl, Yomi Kayode, won first prize …”
The British papers all recorded Yomi’s words,
“Well, I’d like to go to Paris, of course, because all foreign places are interesting, but I’d rather go to London.
So I’m rather glad it’s been arranged for me to go to London.”
Not only did Yomi pose for the press photographer, but she was suddenly inundated with letters from different
firms asking her to model their goods.
There were photographs taken of her shopping, with a packet of Crispies and pictures of herself with Dupe and
Fola eating Crispies bars while studying a map of Britain. Some of the British firms even sent her clothes and one
of Yomi’s favourite photographs was one of an advertisement with the caption,
“The smile of a winner. Yomi, winner of the Crispies competition, goes shopping in her smart new dress made by
Pips of Manchester. What does she have in the big fashionable patchpocket of her Pips dress? Why, a bar of Crispies
milk chocolate!”

Mr. Williams wrote from London saying that he was looking forward to meeting her and that, instead of stay ing alone in a hotel, he had arranged for her to stay with her aunt.
At last all the shopping was done, all the interviews over, she had done her packing and she was facing the
barrage of cameras for the last time in Nigeria—or so her mother thought. They said good-bye privately in the
lounge and, as Mrs. Kayode kissed her daughter, she felt a sense of foreboding. However, she smiled happily, and
a few moments later Yomi was walking with the other passengers out to the plane.
*
The last passenger was shown to his seat by the air hostess, and the plane began to taxi slowly onto the
runway. The engines roared, then the plane began to move faster and faster, and suddenly they were higher than
the trees and in the clouds.
The novelty of being in a plane kept Yomi amused for some time. Everything was decorated in blue and gray.
There was a little pouchette on the back of the seat in front of her in which she found a folder with lots of
coloured pamphlets about the air line. Then she found that her seat could slide back so that she was reclining.
When the novelty wore off she looked out of the round windows at the soft clouds.
On the whole Yomi enjoyed the flight to Kano. It was amusing to look down at the greenness of the southern
forests, then later at the great brown barren plains of the north. When the plane flew low enough, she was able to
see the villages of the northern region with their round houses and thatched roofs. Some of the villages had a wall
round them.
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About two hours later they touched down at Kano. The stewardess told them they would be staying there for
forty minutes and that the passengers could order drinks, if they wished.
*
Kano Airport was much larger than Ikeja Airport. It was also very much busier. When they entered the twostorey building, the passengers went upstairs to the restaurant, where Yomi chose a table overlooking the air field
so that she could watch the planes taking off, and coming in.
There were a great many Americans about, and some other very smartly dressed women. She sat there sipping
her drink, watching the people come and go, and counting the different air lines, W.A.A.C., Pan American,
B.O.A.C., until an impersonal voice announced over the loud-speaker that passengers for the flight to London
ought to leave for the plane.
Yomi was just gathering her things together, when a voice said,
“Good morning, Miss Kayode.” She started, and looked up.
“Good morning,” she replied.
The man who was speaking to her was a burly, florid-faced man, with colourless yellow hair. She felt an in stinctive dislike for him.
“I’m the Kano representative of Crispies and Company, and I have been instructed to give you this present.”
He held out a black plastic zipper bag which, when she did not immediately take it, he thrust into her hand.
“What is it?” asked Yomi, reluctantly taking the bag from the man. He seemed strangely nervous and the smile
in his blue eyes was forced as he said,
“It’s a surprise. You had better hurry, or you might miss your plane,” he added, pushing her gently towards the
stairs.
There were many questions she would have liked to ask, but, forcing a smile to her face she thanked the man
and hurried down stairs.
The bag was heavy. What was in it, and why had it taken the man so long to find her? She wondered. For a
brief moment the thought crossed her mind that it might contain a bomb and be a plot to blow up the plane.
“Don’t be silly,” she told herself and hurried up the steps into the plane.
Later, after the plane had taken off, she opened the bag. With a gasp of surprise, she sat up abruptly as she saw
what was inside. Package after package of sweets and 373iscuits, all manufactured by Crispies.
‘”My goodness,” she thought, “there are enough sweets here to last me a lifetime.” She took out a bar of
chocolate and, opening a magazine she had brought with her, she settled down to enjoy the journey.
*
The rest of the journey was fairly uneventful. They lunched as they flew over the Sahara, which was nothing
but sand. They flew over the Mediterranean, which gleamed blue and inviting, and landed at Rome Airport where
they spent forty minutes, and where she was photographed eating one of the beautiful, enormous yellow peaches
which are to be found only in Italy.
There were more thrills when they flew over the highest peak in the Alps. All that could be seen through the
clouds was snow, packed pure white on and around jagged peaks. It looked cold and uninviting. They also flew
over Geneva, but Yomi only managed to see the blue patch of the Lake on which Geneva stands, and more
mountains.
Not long after that the plane passed over Paris. The sight of the Eiffel Tower brought a lump to her throat and
she felt a strange curiosity to see this city to which she really should have gone in the first place.
About an hour later, they crossed the English channel which looked cold and gray. Shortly after that it began to
rain. Fortunately, as they approached the coast, the clouds parted to give the passengers a brief glimpse of the
white chalk cliffs of Dover.
*
At last they reached London Airport. The plane began to circle lower and lower.
Nearly sick with excitement Yomi gazed, fascinated, out of the window. There was not much to see because of
the cloud, but here and there were glimpses of row after row of identical houses, streets with toy cars crawling
along, an occasional patch of countryside with trees, different coloured fields and, sometimes, a gray patch of
water.
“Fasten your safety belts. No smoking, please,” said the air hostess, and they prepared to land.
A bump, and a few minutes later the plane taxied to a stop.
The door opened to let the tired passengers out.
*
Almost as soon as Yomi stepped out of the plane she was met by a barrage of cameras and a host of reporters
armed with notebooks and pencils.
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In another moment she had forgotten all about reporters as she caught sight of her aunt, and, to the delight of
the press, she ran down the stairs, into the arms of her aunt.
There was kissing and hugging, then Funke Kayode said,
“Yomi, this is Mr. Williams who arranged the competition, and who has made all the arrangements for your
stay here.”
Yomi looked up into the kindly face of Mr. Williams. Blue eyes smiled at her and a pleasant tenor voice said,
“How do you do, Yomi?”
She had arrived.
Customs clearance didn’t take long. In fact, they hardly looked at her luggage, then she was whisked off in Mr
Williams’ sports car with her aunt. …
57.122 Four Dimensions\fn{by Ifeanyichukwu Nduibisi Aniebo (1939-

)}

Port Harcourt, Rivers State, Nigeria (M) 5

“Hack her to pieces! She must not be born again,” cried the Third Priest in a rasping voice.
“Throw her pieces to the four winds. Let them be blown to the ends of the earth so that even her chi cannot
find them,” the Second Priest intoned.
“Who are we that we should sit in final judgment over her?” asked the First Priest, shaking his white head
sorrowfully.
“We are the appointed judges of Ajala, our great Mother Earth. This woman sinned against her and should not
be returned to her,” answered the Second Priest contemptuously.
“We were appointed to judge mortals not spirits,” countered the First Priest. “Therefore let us be merciful. The
woman has sinned, it is true, but her sins have been washed away by her death.” His mellow, slow voice calmed
the acolytes whose hysterical chanting now became a low dirge.
“You are the First, the anointed head,” said the Third Priest. “But let my dissension be recorded. Not all sins
can be washed away by death alone, else there would be no evil or tormented spirits and all mortals dying would
automatically be washed pure and reborn. But the spitit of sinners must sojourn in Hades, to be tormented and to
wander around for some time with hopes of being born again. One of the greatest punishments that can be meted
out to a mortal or spitit is to be left wandering without hope. This woman’s sin cannot be washed away by death,
not even by letting her spirit wander for some time. It is better she be cut to pieces so that she can never be born
again and her spirit will wander endlessly.”
“So let it be, O First,” chanted the Second Priest.
“No! It shall not be. Let it not be said we stretched our mortal hand into a world we know nothing of. Let the
spirits judge the spirits and the mortals, mortals. Therefore, let the spirit of the dead woman wander for a while
and not endlessly. We will bury her with the honors befitting a noble woman, with chalk and camwood markings
on her face and body; with a root of the Iroko and spittle of the tortoise mixed into a potion to anoint her belly and
her okike stringed across the top of the two tallest palm trees in the village and not untied till it has either been
shot down or eight days have elapsed; with the mat woven from the ute that grows on the banks of the sacred
stream. I, the First, have passed judgment. We will now wait for Mother Ajala to declare her wishes.”
There was a hushed silence. Even the acolytes with their heavily chalked faces and foam-specked mouths
controled their moaning.
Presently the rays of the full moon cut through the foliage of the giant age-old trees surrounding Ajala’s shrine
and fell on the circular sacrificial stone on which lay the naked body of the dead young woman. Ranged round her
were the three squatting priests who waited, their closely shaven heads bent, to learn the wishes of their goddess,
but their minds could not concentrate on the same thing for a very long time. And as time rolled inexorably by,
lengthened by the silence of the surrounding forest, their thoughts veered away to …
*
She had walked into his house that afrernoon two years ago, her three multicolored beads sitting becomingly
on her slim, dark waist. On her beautiful lips was the smile he knew so well, the teasing smile that could set the
muddy blood of an old man on fire. Without touching her breasts, he knew her nipples were hard because of the
way they stood out, and round them, as always, were two concentric circles of uli.
“Okwomma,” she greeted him.
“My child,” he answered, controling, with difficulty, the trembling of the lips and hands that often assailed him
in her presence.
She sat down on the opposite ngidi (mud bed), not the way women always sat with legs stretched out together
in front of them, but in her own exciting way—legs drawn up and hands hugging her knees as if she were cold.
“I just thought I should come by and greet you, Third Priest,” she said in her low, husky voice, her eyes
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modestly lowered.
“You did well, my child. Had your beloved father been alive, he would have approved. But why didn’t you go
to the Afo Ezinma today?”
“I had nothing to sell, Third Priest. And besides, Mother and the other wives were going, so I decided to stay at
home to look after the children and cook dinner.”
He grunted and brought out his old black clay pipe and leaf tobacco from his soot-covered raffia bag which
had been handed down to him from his grandfather. With superfluous concentration, he began to fill his pipe. He
had often discovered that a smoke quieted his blood, and took his mind away from mundane thoughts, particularly
the one that bothered him at the moment.
The sound of children praying in the heat haze of the afternoon, the bark of lean, dirty dogs, the occasional
squawks of frightened chickens taking cover from the sharp claws of a diving hawk and the bleating of goats
emphasized the absence of all the able-bodied men and women in the village who had gone to the Afo market in
Ezinma, five miles away.
His pipe lighted, he leaned back on the red mud wall and sucked in a grateful lungful.
“Don't you like my staying at home?” asked Maruma.
“Why do you ask, child?”
“Because you grunted after I explained why I stayed.”
“I was filling my pipe.”
“You hadn’t brought out your pipe then.” She had dropped the formal manner of addressing the priests of
Ajala, and her legs were now curled up under her.
“No, my child,” said the Third Priest slowly. “I don’t dislike your staying home. In fact, I like it.”
“I knew you would, Third Priest.”
As if caught unawares, he puffed away nervously at his dying pipe. He had been staring at her for some time,
figuring what it would be like. Now he bent forward and rearranged the smoldering wood of the fire between
them. Deftly, he picked up a glowing charcoal with his fingers and put it into the bowl of his pipe. He drew hard
at the pipe, his large Adam’s apple moving rhythmically up and down, and now and again he pressed the charcoal
in with his index finger. Before long, he was enveloped in pungent smoke.
“I don’t like the smell of your tobacco.”
“Why, child? It smells good to me.”
“Don’t call me a child. I’m a full-grown woman.”
He removed his pipe and stared at her. Her long slim legs were now stretched out in front of her, thus exposing
her wide hips, flat belly and large bosom, and on her lips played that smile—innocent, teasing and inviting, all at
the same time.
“Yes, you’re right,” he said slowly. “I’m sorry—”
“It’s all right,” she hastily assured him. She had begun to feel uneasy and afraid she might not be able to
control the emotion she was stirring up. Those looks of his were not the looks of a priest, and she had felt his eyes
mauling her.
“It’s all right, Third Priest,” she said, recalling that he was, at a mere thirty-five, the youngest of the three and
had become a priest by inheritance, and not by personal achievement or remarkable holiness.
She stood up, tall and straight, luscious and desirable, a woman at eighteen, conscious and proud of her bloom.
“I’m going to prepare lunch for the children.” The flesh was strong, but the will weak.
He, too, was standing.
Without looking, she could see the cloth ugbolo tied between his legs in the form of pants, striving and
straining to contain the stirring of life down there. She could also feel, without touching, the heat radiating from
his hard-packed, bare body, and the fire between them accentuating it. She swallowed hard in an effort to clear the
impending clogging of her throat, and her other self wondered why she felt as she did, why she had become
hypersensitive to every nuance in the environment.
She had been in this situation with him before and had come out of it unscathed, having enjoyed every minute
of it, but …
“Maruma, look at me.”
It was the first time ever he had called her by name.
Their eyes met, and she thought she saw lightning flashes crisscrossing between them.
He thought the same too, or willed it, and in one bound, he was by her side and the next carried her into his
bedroom. Her cry rent the air as he threw her onto the bamboo bed. He tore at his ugbolo with feverish, erratic
fingers—but he couldn’t undo it!
Her next cry cut across his befogged brain like a whiplash. She had called on the protection of Ajala and she
375

must, therefore, remain inviolate or he would be damned. He wrung his hands in fury, cursing silently the day he
was born and his inherent fear of this goddess whom he served and was bonded to serve to the end. With glazed
eyes, he watched her get off the bed and walk through the low door to freedom. His bird had flown again, after
having walked into his den. Cursed be her chi!
And as Maruma stepped into the hot sun she began to shiver as one suffering from the ague.
*
His son had rushed into the hut that evening holding his stomach, and through his fingers he could see red
seeping through, leaving a well-emblazoned trail. His heart sank when he knew instinctively what it was.
“Nwobi, what happened? Who did that to you? Tell me, tell me!”
The boy collapsed on the ngidi moaning, his handsome face a picture of pain and wonder.
“Maruma, Maruma stabbed me, stabbed me in the stomach.”
He fainted.
Maruma, that she-devil, thought the Second Priest as he dressed his son’s wound. Thanks to Ajala, it was not a
very deep one, but still an ugly sight. Nwobi must have jumped back as she struck since his flesh had a “torn”
look.
“Oh, Ajala, what shall we do to this vixen before she destroys all our young men?”
With his knowledge of the herbs, the Second Priest brought his son back to the land of the living in four days
—one Ibo week—and during that period he often wished he were not Ajala’s priest so that he could take
vengeance on Maruma, though she was the Chief’s daughter and, like everyone in the village, Ajala’s child.
The shepherd could not scatter his flock; if he did, he would be many more times damned!
And what was more, no one should ever know that his son had been worsted in a fight with a girl!
It took another three days before the Second Priest could get his son to tell him how it had all happened. Had
the boy’s mother been alive, he would have known sooner, but then her death had made it possible for him to
prepare for the priesthood.
Nwobi had recounted the events in his sing-song high tone. Three days before the incident, Maruma had asked
him to escort her to the farm to pull up some cassava tubers. He had accepted with alacrity, for even though he
was three years older, she could twist him round her finger. So much did he love her!
The day was hovering between the end of the afternoon and the beginning of the evening when they set out to
the cassava farms two miles away. Maruma led, in her loping gait, her body swaying and undulating in a way all
her own, and her graceful long neck straight, carrying the head on which balanced an elongated rectangular
basket.
“Why do you have to get this cassava tonight?” Nwobi had asked diffidently.
“Because I couldn’t do it earlier, and besides we’re having many guests on Nkwo day.”
“What of your other sisters? Surely, they could have escorted you.”
“How can the blind lead the blind? They’re afraid of the dark as much as I. But with you here …”
Pulling up the cassava tubers was easy as they had been planted on slightly sandy soil and soon their basket
was full. In a nearby stream, they washed and chopped the cassava into six-inch lengths and immersed them in a
big pot full of water berthed at the edge. By the time they finished they were hot and dirty.
“Let’s have a dip before we go,” suggested Maruma.
They waded to the bathing area downstream.
“Do you know that my pots of cassava ferment faster than all those here? Mine take only two days while the
others take from three onward.”
“It seems you have the devil heating the bottom of your pots.”
“Maybe. Father says the devil loves beautiful women!”
They did not dally at the stream, but it became completely dark before they were halfway home.
“Nwobi, may I hold your hand? I can’t see well in the dark.” In this way they proceeded another hundred
yards.
“Why don’t we wait till the moon comes up?”
“What will your mother say when we come home very late?”
“I’m too old to be lost or kidnapped!”
She put down the basket and he the little hoe and hatchet and they sat close together by the edge of the path. As
time passed, she leaned on him more and more, her arms encircling his waist. Once, perhaps to kill an ant, she
slapped her tight thigh hard and while replacing her hand round his waist, she touched the stirring life. She did not
seem shocked but rather fascinated by it, for pushing aside his ugbolo, his only article of clothing, she touched it
many more times, wonderingly, like a child given a new toy. Sometimes she enclosed it softly in her palm, feeling
the urgency, the tautness and the throb of life.
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And oh, how hard he tried to get into her! But when he seemed to succeed, she would cry out in pain,
withdrawing as if he were a leper, and so he contented himself with touching until his dam burst …
He did not see her, even though he constantly patrolled the approaches to her home throughout the next day,
till the day of the incident. He had been looking for the holes dug by theewi (big rat) when on parting a shrub …
she was a few feet away, her back toward him. She was trying to break a small coil of brass bangle and was so
engrossed in it—he could see the straining muscles of her back—she did not hear him approach.
He did not disturb her, else she might break the perfect picture she created with the setting sun flooding her
naked back with golden tears, and making her beads glint.
She must have succeeded, and with legs placed wide apart, she bent down and began digging up the earth with
the broken bangle.
He could stand by no longer, and was soon trying to thrust himself into her, but she was swifter. With a little
cry, she swiveled round and … the pain … the pain and the blood …
“The she-devil!” muttered the Second Priest, his lined face a picture of hatred and anger.
“No, Father, she isn’t! She is an angel. It was my fault.”
That was eight years ago, and Nwobi was fifteen then.
*
The news had spread like an epidemic. The First Priest was sick, sick unto death. Not even his fellow priests,
nor the doctors, could tell what was wrong with him, except that the symptoms were high fever, coughing and
lack of appetite. There was no close relative to nurse him, either. He had taken to the priesthood at a very young
age, and did not marry, even though he was the only surviving male child of his household. Many times, people
had advised him to leave the priesthood and get married but he had refused.
“I was called by Ajala to serve her!” he always answered. “Perhaps if I’m devoted to her, completely and
without guile, I may be able to expiate the sins of my family and stop the curse on them spreading to their
daughters and their children.”
But now it seemed his services to Ajala were coming to an end.
“Ovuegbe,” greeted Mamma one afternoon.
“My child,” said the First Priest in a barely audible whisper. He was lying on his back and looked very
emaciated; one could almost smell death in his smoke-filled room.
“I’ve come to nurse you back to health.”
He managed a thin, wry smile.
“My child, you talk as if you’re Ajala herself. Those who can have tried and failed. I’m resigned to death.
Already I can hear the knocking on the wall.”
She sat down on the edge of the ngidi.
“Please don’t say that.” She brushed away the tears that filled her eyes. “I can’t let you die. You’re the only
person I’ve got since Father died.”
The priest’s long silence ftightened Maruma. She was about to panic, when he started one of his coughing
spasms that often left him exhausted and breathless. After he recovered he said:
“Don’t bother, my child. Your intention is noble. But it’s too late.”
“Even if it is, please promise you won’t give up hope of being well again. Just promise me that and I’ll be
satisfied.”
His reply took a long time in coming and when it did, she had to bend forward to hear.
“Nobody likes to die, my child,” and he fell into a coma.
She immediately set to work cleaning the house. She washed the cooking pots and clay plates, swept the
compound that was beginning to resemble the abode of a dead man, littered with fallen leaves and refuse of many
days. The firewood and water would last her for that day.
From the moment she had entered the First Priest’s house, Mamma felt she knew what was really wrong with
him, because her father had suffered the same illness at regular intervals, and had allowed only her to prepare his
medicine. After restoking the fire in the room where he lay, thus eliminating most of the smoke, she went out in
search of herbs. With the optimism of youth, she cut several handfuls of lemon grass, leaves of lime including a
few branches, dug up the yellow roots of nkpologwu and picked the kidney-shaped leaves of the ejeje shrub.
Reaching home, she kindled a fire in the kitchen, and began to boil all that she had collected in a huge widemouthed pot. Next, she peeled yams with which to prepare a hot palm oil broth, and as it was getting dark, lit a
palm-husk candle.
The First Priest had come out of his coma by the time she finished brewing the medicine and the broth.
“How do you feel, First Priest?” she asked, sitting down on the edge of his bed.
He did not answer but moved his head slowly ftom side to side.
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“Will you be able to stand up?”
Again he moved his head.
Maruma went back to the kitchen and brought out the steaming pot of medicine, placing it as close as possible
to the edge of the sick man’s bed. She had decided to treat him where he was. From the wooden box on the
alcove, she took out a thick cloth that looked like a bedspread. Gently she helped the First Priest to sit up in such a
way that the pot of medicine was between his legs and then she covered him and the pot with the cloth. She
removed the cloth a few minutes later when the First Priest started gasping for air, and noted with satisfaction his
sweat-covered body. She rubbed him down with lukewarm water, fed him some spoonfuls of the broth she had
prepared and put him to bed, covering him with every available mat and cloth.
For the first time since his illness the First Priest slept through the night like one drugged.
Maruma continued her treatment for another two days making sure, however, that the First Priest drank a
potion of the medicine, after she had rubbed him down.
On the morning of the third day, he woke up earlier than she. When she heard her name called in a sonorous
voice that reminded her of the echoes of the mother of drums, Maruma was startled. Slowly she sat up, her face a
mixture of happiness and relief.
“So you haven’t gone yet?” the First Priest asked.
She shook her head. She was unable to speak.
“How long have you been here?”
“Three days,” her lips formed the words.
“What of your mother? Didn’t she look for you? Oh, never mind. But why do you bother yourself with an old
man like me?”
And she began to cry, all her pent-up feelings of relief, happiness, irritation and fatigue finding expression at
last in a welter of tears.
Six months later, Maruma’s husband of one month, Nwobi, died suddenly after a few hours’ illness. The rumor
was that she poisoned him, but none could prove it. When, however, she went mad a few weeks afterward, the
Second and Third Priests said Ajala had punished her for killing her husband. She was immediately ostracized and
a hut was built for her at the edge of the bad bush. She lingered on in her madness and at the age of twenty fell off
a coconut tree and died.
*
“I have heard the voice of Ajala,” chanted the Third Priest. In a dreadful crescendo, the acolytes burst into their
wild song of the judgment; a song that could be heard miles away, and that warned the villagers of the presence of
the great goddess in her shrine.
“I too have heard her command!” The Second Priest could not suppress his joy; at last, at last. . .
“Speak, Third Priest.” There was deep sorrow in the First Priest's voice as he added, “And may the goddess
hold you to ransom if you speak with a false tongue.”
“You cannot scare me, First Priest. I heard the voice of our Mother loud and clear and her message is unmistakable. She said, ‘Tell my First Priest I am displeased with his judgment for he has let himself be swayed by
sentiments. It is true, this dead daughter of mine saved his life, but then a woman has more than one nature. It is
the sum total of her natures that determines whether she is good or bad, and to know her natures you have to see
her in four dimensions. I have thus listened to the four winds from the four directions; the winds that saw all her
movements during her lifetime and I hereby pass judgment. My dead daughter was a bad woman! I therefore
command that she be thrown into the bad bush, and a black goat sacrificed to cleanse the people who will take her
there. I also command that on pain of death, none of my children now and in generations to come be given her
name nor told of her.’ Thus did Ajala command, First Priest.”
“You have heard rightly, Third Priest. For I, too, heard the same. May you now seal the judgment, First Priest.”
“So be it then, even though I do not think our merciful Mother would have passed such judgment on a poor girl
who suffered greatly. Third Priest, heat the seal of judgment.”
The Third Priest gathered dry leaves and a few sticks and soon made a fire in the stone hearth twenty yards
from the sacrificial stone. The youngest acolyte, there were thirteen of them, handed him the brass seal of
judgment, shaped in the form of infinity with a wooden handle attached to the center, which he heated until it was
hot to the touch. He was about to pick it up when he heard a rumbling noise from above. He straightened up,
peering into the thick canopy of leaves, but he could detect nothing.
Meanwhile, the chanting had ceased, and there was a hush and a chill in the air, and the moon seemed to have
lost much of its cold luster. The rumbling noise increased in volume, and the First Priest, his voice sounding like a
god’s, asked:
“What is delaying you, Third Priest? Shall we not seal the judgment you said Ajala passed through you?”
378

But the Third Priest seemed not to hear. He was intent on the commotion that seemed to be coming from the
very heavens. He stood there petrified, his feet bound to the earth with cords of iron.
Then with a roar and a crash, a huge dead tree fell on him, crushing him into the earth.
“. . . and may the goddess hold you to ransom if you speak with a false tongue.”
76.223 Elder Zechariah\fn{by Ernest Nneji Emenyonu (1939-
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“May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be now and always acceptable in thy sight, Oh
God, our Saviour and Redeemer.”
“Amen!”
The congregation sat demurely. They had been gradually growing accustomed to their own man mounting the
pulpit and preaching the sermon every Sunday for the past seven months. When the idea was first mentioned.
every member of the church had been skeptical. Some stopped attending church when their opposition seemed to
carry no decisive weight.
They had been building a new church since 1938. After thirty years of struggle and denial, St. Andrew’s stood,
ostentatiously, an imposing edifice, on the patch of land nearest to the Owerri highway. The “sons abroad” had
sent a golden eagle lectern and other modern equipment to dignify the dedication so that they could bring their
city friends home on weekends and not blush about the village church. Church services were still held at the old
site. Everyone in Njam was excitedly waiting for the great day, June 29, 1968. The Bishop would come. So would
the Archdeacon. For the first time, they would witness the District Pastor yield place to a higher dignitary. Some
relished this thought of Reverend Ikemu taking second, nay, third place. The arrogant nymph! All the Njam
citizens abroad would return, or at least all the Protestants, and their Catholic opponents would no longer point
accusing fingers. What did they have to show for all their age-long allegiance to the Pope? No church. They still
trekked the tedious miles to a far-away village to pray every Sunday. No school. No son of the soil in any high
place. No Njam Catholic had been elevated to priest-hood. Seven years after the Nigerian independence, their
priest still spoke through an interpreter and the masses chorused Latin liturgies they never understood. Let them
wait. They would soon find out who’s who in Njam.
The painters had been doing a fine job. The near controversy over the colors had been nipped in the bud when
the “sons abroad” dispatched a representative to announce that the inside would be painted yellow while the
outside would be light blue on a red background. The painters had been working assiduously for several weeks.
They got as much reward in cash as in kind. St. Andrew’s Women’s Union had a roster of its members stopping by
each day with kola, palm-wine, yam, rice and stew. No wonder the painting was dragging on from month to
month. The inside had now been completed and the outside was progressing fast, thanks to the wisdom and
second thought of the Women’s Union. The next general meeting was to authorize the printing of invitation cards.
They wanted to beat every deadline by several months. A new church is dedicated only once and for many this is
the dream of a lifetime.
Then the civil war set in and in one split-stroke crushed every hope. Njam changed hands three times between
the Federal and Biafran armies. Peace had now been declared after thirty months of desolation and destruction.
Njam people had been returning from their refugee camp in Ochi for the past three weeks. What they saw left
them tongue-tied. It would take months before anyone would know for sure how many people died at the front.
They had lost to hunger an average of two people every week for the duration of the war. But then these had been
the old and sickly and the very young. The intellectuals and the skilled workers had been at various war fronts and
it would still be months before they could count any missing persons as dead. Many people were still in hiding.
Even gallant youths like Dimkpa and Azuako who had been fragmented by enemy shells and grenades were still
believed by their parents to be alive. Hope was on every face despite all the depression and filth.
Yet one disaster stunned every returnee. It was not the homes that were looted or the farmlands that lay barren
and forlorn, or the trenches that clogged movement and impeded traffic. Rather, it was St. Andrew’s, the living
testimony of thirty years of toil and dedication that lay in ruins, the victim of the shrapnel and shelling of the
combatants. The Lord had failed to protect even His own. The lectern was no more. The bricks lay in huge piles
of broken mass and sand. The pews were nowhere in sight. The pulpit was a jumbled piece of lumber and rusty
nails. Every eye that beheld this tragedy departed in blinding tears.
Pa Isaiah, the oldest member of the church, took along his Prayer-Book to the site and read aloud to himself,
“Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in Peace.” He went home and called his wife Graciana to fan him on his
easy chair. She fanned him to death. The Chief Priest of the traditional religion fasted for four days.
The District Pastor came and inspected the wreckage and after consultations with the Bishop, suggested to the
Njam congregation that if they could find a son of the soil to assume the church duties, the District would waive
379

their annual assessments. This would enable St. Andrew’s to concentrate on rebuilding the church. Although he
would not be pressed into setting a time limit, it was well known that such arrangements were only for periods of
emergency and rarely exceeded three years without the church showing just cause.
Nobody in Njam had any doubt on whom the task would fall. There was hardly any thought of rivals. There
was only one candidate: a man who had given his whole life to the service of the Lord in St. Andrew’s. Everyone
had seen him bury two wives in quick succession at the cemetery. His first wife Belinda had died while giving
birth to their sixth child. It nearly broke his heart when the fateful infant followed her mother three days later.
Elder Zechariah was busy in the service of the Lord, so a year later he wed his second wife not out of lust but out
of necessity. Then only two years later, Ruth died. She was coming back from the Eke market. There was a storm
and a violent wind. The oldest man in the village could not remember a worse downpour in living memory. A
huge branch of an iroko tree yielded to the ferocious lightning and Ruth fell victim to a violent death. It was a
strange way to die, heavy with child, and had Zechariah been any other person, there would have been enough
cause for people to wonder what he had been doing to attract such a jinx. But Zechariah was a pious and upright
man who had never wavered in the service of the Lord. He did not weep. He did not moan. He forbade anyone
from shedding tears. “The Lord gave and the Lord has taken: the Lord is full of wisdom and knowledge, and
knows of all our needs.”
However Zechariah would never take on a third wife. He never said so but everyone saw it written all over
him. The Sunday after the death of Ruth, he came to church with a tender mustache and a young beard. The
church remembered him while praying for “all sorts and conditions of men.” The catechist had referred to him as
“Elder Zechariah” at his request. Ever since he had been known as that. Meanwhile, he seemed since then to have
increased his devotion and services to St. Andrew’s sevenfold. Death had had no triumph over Zechariah’s
indefatigable soul.
Elder Zechariah became the chosen of the Lord and St. Andrew’s. He conducted the morning prayers,
represented the church at District meetings, became a permanent member of the Bishop’s committee and most
important of all, he preached the sermons every Sunday. Today he was going to chastise the flock for their halfheartedness, their timidity, their growing weariness and lack of vigor in the task ahead.
“No one can serve God and Mammon,” he lashed out at his congregation. “Those who are not for us are
against us … Whoever would prove worthy of his calling, must take up his cross and follow me … Today we are
beset with a heavy burden … a heavy burden, but the good book tells us we are not alone; our burden is .not
without parallel. Yes, I say we are not the first and we are not going to be the last, but let us hear it directly from
the rock of ages, the tongue that never falters. 1 refer you to the Book of Nehemiah Chapter I, verses 1 and 9, and
Chapter 2, verse 17.
“The story of Nehemiah should be familiar to every good and practicing Christian. The walls of Jerusalem had
been torn down. The Jews had been scattered like sheep without shepherds. Sacrilege and shame became the
badge of the people. The people then, as we are now, were in great affliction and full of reproach for the temple of
the Lord was in shambles and the gates of Jerusalem were burned with fire. Nehemiah wept. He was in the service
of a great king. He had drinks, food, and all that money could buy. But Nehemiah sat down and wept, and
mourned certain days, and fasted and prayed before the God of heaven. Did God forsake him,” I ask you, “did
Jehovah forsake him? Never!
“But if you turn unto me, and keep my commandments, and do them; though there were of you cast out unto
the uttermost part of the heaven, yet will I gather them from thence, and will bring them unto the place that I have
chosen to set my name there.
I say to you today what Nehemiah said to his people in their hour of distress; ‘Ye see the distress that we are in,
how Jerusalem lieth waste, and the gates thereof are burned with fire: come, and let us build up the wall of
Jerusalem, that we be no more a reproach.’”
Elder Zechariah called upon a member to read again in a clear and loud voice Nehemiah, Chapter 2, verse 17.
Then in his own articulate and inspired voice he read it over making the congregation read after him and
modifying the content to drive the message home.
“Then I said to Njam, ye have seen the distress that we are in, how St. Andrew's lieth in waste, and the gates
thereof are burned with fire, will you take up your cross and follow the Lord, will you forsake mother, father,
sister and brother, and look only to Jesus?”
He added the extra injunction from his head, and continued to probe his audience.
“I say, will you? Or will I go it alone?” The congregation roared “Yes” to the first question and Mercy, the lead
singer, began spontaneously to sing:
Following Jesus ever day by day
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Nothing wrong can happen while he is around
Following every footstep of my Lord
All troubles and hardships soon fade away.

Elder Zechariah walked down from the pulpit. He was wiping his face with a large white handkerchief. It
looked as if tears were trickling down his face. Elder Zechariah was a strong-willed and determined man but he
often became emotional at moments like these when he had to appeal to his fellow Christians to stand up and fight
for Jesus.
*
Sam had worked till after midnight. Like that of the village barber, his tailoring business was seasonal, busiest
at Christmas and Easter and the week preceding the beginning of school terms. This particular week, though out
of season, had been very busy for him. He was sewing the football jerseys for Mbieri Academicals. He had gone
to bed shortly after one o’clock but had worked himself into such a frenzy that he was finding it hard to fall
asleep. He sighed heavily, leaned forward and blew out the light from his kerosene lamp. He lay flat on his back
but hours later he was still unable to sleep. He was going over in his mind all the experiences of the past year. He
was alone in the whole world. He had lost his two brothers in the war. His sister had bled to death after giving
birth while fleeing to a refugee camp. He had even lost his Singer sewing-machine to the Nigerian vandals. He
wasn’t sure who was to blame though. The Biafran soldiers had committed many of the atrocities against their
own civilians, but it was so easy to blame everything on the enemy. Indeed, such was necessary to keep the war
going. The actual war was fought in the mind of the people not on the battlefields. As long as the common man in
Biafra retained his animosity against Nigeria—all Nigerians—there was no need to resort to indoctrination to
ensure moral support. Voluntarily, the people, men, women and children alike, would fight to the last man.
Sam tried to think instead about the good things that had come his way. The assignment for the football jerseys
had come as a windfall. If it hadn’t, there was no doubt he would soon have been out of a job because the rental
bill also attribute his absence from church services these many months to the same factors? How naive could
people get, to see such bold letters on the wall and yet appear not to see them? He had provided clear hints once in
a while but people didn’t seem to think in symbols and figures of speech any more.
Some of his friends had been drinking palm-wine at the baker’s shop in the Eke market square. There were
about six men sitting around two bottles of over-fermented palm-wine. They had emptied the two bottles into a
gallon and filled it with water. You couldn’t call it palm-wine in any true sense, but was anything real these days?
Who could afford a full gallon of unalloyed palm-wine? Sam had walked in and promised a gallon of palm-wine
on the spot if his friends could give him their undivided attention for twenty minutes or so. He got a deal. He
thought deeply for a few seconds, cleared his throat and then began:
“In the land of Idu and Aba, no one has ever seen the hair on the head of the king. Tradition has it that no one
can see it and remain alive. Over the years it has become virtually a taboo to discuss the head of the king of Idu
and Oba. Day and night, at meals, at public gatherings and in private, the king wears an elongated hat, reinforced
with a thick shawl.
“The riddle of the king’s head would have remained unresolved but for his palm-wine tapster. The tapster was
in the courtyard one afternoon to perform his duties. Apparently he had become one of the family, and the palace
guards had come to take his unscheduled appearances for granted. It was one of those tropical days of February in
West Africa when people develop blisters on their feet merely by walking on the over-heated ground. People went
about scantily dressed to minimize the effect of the heat on the body. Children ran half naked to nearby streams
and plunged into the water to get cool. The palace looked deserted but for the guards who always remained
unflinchingly at their posts come rain, come sun. Diochi looked down from the tall palm tree and saw someone
emerge from the king’s chamber. He gazed hard and rubbed his eyes. It was no other than the king. But where was
his hat? Diochi was looking at the king of Idu and Oba without his hat on. He was perhaps the first human being
to set eyes on the king’s head, unmasked. He shivered as he looked more deliberately and saw what his tongue
could not articulate in words. The king had two horns on his head like a ram. Was this then the reason nobody
could see the king's head and remain alive? Would he be killed by the king? What crime had he committed? The
gods and his ancestors should understand that it was the king, not he who had violated the taboo. He was merely
an unwilling spectator.
“The King finished his bath and returned to his chamber as unobtrusively as he had left it a short while before.
Diochi was speechless and remained perched on the tree for almost an hour and then came down nervously but
noiselessly. He hurried out of the palace with the big burden on his conscience.
“Seven days later Diochi began to feel a strange sensation in his throat which soon clogged it entirely. He
could neither speak nor eat. Bulging beneath his Adam's apple was a big boil. His wife consulted the oracle and
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was told that her husband would be incapable of speech until he told what he knew but that what he knew must be
told to no man.’ This solution was even more mysterious to the wife than her husband’s illness.
“Now, if you were Diochi,” Sam prodded his comrades, “what would you do?”
“Drink palm-wine!” they all shouted in unison. Sam awakened from his reverie, thanks to the loud crowing of
a neighbor’s cock. It was dawn already and he hadn’t slept a wink. He got up to prepare a hot bath for himself,
and maybe a cup of tea if he still had any cubes of sugar left in the house.
*
Sam would have been content to keep his peace indefinitely but for what happened in Njam in the days ahead.
A memorial service had been planned for August 15 for friends and relations of the late John Ubanwa. John had
disappeared mysteriously in the last few days of the war. He was presumed dead at the hands of the enemy
soldiers, possibly during a visit to Njam from the refugee camp. Often during the war, the civilians would steal
back to their homes behind enemy lines and pick up some food or vegetables which they carried back to the camp.
In this way they could manage for a while without the relief foods. John's last visit was only three days before the
Biafrans surrendered. If the Nigerian soldiers had killed him. his body would still be lying around somewhere in
the village. Generally the enemy never buried any of the rebel soldiers or civilians that fell from their bullets.
Instead they were displayed to teach other rebels a lesson. Yet John’s body was nowhere to be found despite a
scrupulous combing of the entire neighborhood. His family eventually accepted his death and planned the
memorial service to enable friends and relatives to pay their final tribute to him. The service would be held at St.
Andrew’s, and the congregation had been invited for refreshments afterwards.
A memorial service was usually shorter than the ordinary church service. Many of the unnecessary psalms and
prayers were cut out. The major event was the sermon which described highlights of the deceased’s life and
career. Elder Zechariah mounted the pulpit calmly as usual but he had never before been as emotional as he was
this day. His sermon was based on a verse from Psalm 49. “Wise men die, likewise the fool and the brutish
persons perish, and leave their wealth to others. … Man being in honor abideth not: he is like the beasts that
perish.” It was ruined by Elder Zechariah’s uncontrollable emotions. He broke down and sobbed aloud. The
congregation joined him.
At the end of the service, the congregation, led by Elder Zechariah, filed out like a funeral procession to the
Ubanwa family compound. Sam had stood outside throughout the service. He couldn’t afford to boycott it for fear
that John’s family would misinterpret his motives. But as Elder Zechariah stepped out at the head of the
procession, Sam looked at him steadily, without disguising his hatred and contempt. Suddenly, with all the venom
he could muster, he spat within a few inches of the unsuspecting Elder. Nobody but Zechariah noticed the
violence in the unspoken protest. Sam did not join Zechariah’s procession but instead walked separately to John’s
compound.
The refreshments went on as planned. There were songs, food and drinks. After considerable merriment,
speakers who indicated their intentions were permitted to say a few words about John’s life. Several spoke of his
gentleness. his generosity, his dedication to St. Andrew’s, his unassuming nature, his promise and his virtual
guilelessness. He was incapable of speaking a harsh word to anyone. Wherever anything needed to be done, John
would, as a matter of course, he there first. In any emergency John was always ready to volunteer his time and
services. He was a man of his age. Njam had indeed lost an illustrious son.
By now Elder Zechariah had got over his emotions and therefore rose to speak. He was philosophical, even
poetic.
“Death is no respecter of persons,” he said. “Death is powerful but it really has no victory over man. Death
cannot triumph over us, for while we were yet unborn, while we were still sinners, Christ died for us and our sins
and thus ensured for us immortality. Our brother John (God rest his soul) is dead, but he lives in the everlasting
peace of God’s presence. We must not give death and the forces of evil the satisfaction they crave when they cut
short a good life like John’s. Let us not allow evil to overcome us, instead let us overcome evil with goodness.”
He said a short prayer for John’s soul and sat down. It had all the desired effect of a funeral oration.
The next speaker was Sam. He was very nervous at first but picked up as he progressed.
“I would like to tell you a story,” he began. “The war we fought these past three years has done more than our
long jujus Igwekala and Ojukwu Diobu to reveal our real nature as human beings. We were able to see just how
weak and greedy we were individually. We saw brothers disown each other, and parents deny their children just
because of a cup of rice or a piece of stockfish. Our priests and preachers no longer remembered to be their
brothers’ keepers. Many of them sold relief materials meant for the poor and the suffering. Some slept with
innocent teenagers fit to be their own daughters before they would let them have a mere cup of salt or cornmeal.
Others did many horrible things in the name of survival. Some of these people are today still in high places from
which they tell us about God and His manifold works.”
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Sam paused. Many people had begun to lose interest in this virtually unrelated subject. An undercurrent of
murmuring was already drowning Sam’s shaking voice but he was not discouraged.
“Yes!” he almost screamed, “many of you are wondering why I am speaking about the war and not about John
at a time like this. You will soon see the connection. We are here today because John is dead. John is dead because
of the greed of one person here in this group.” There was immediate silence. Sam was breathing fast. His eyes had
turned red. He was trying to suppress his intense emotion.
“I can tell you, John was not killed by Nigerian soldiers,” he resumed. “John was not gunned down by the
enemy we knew but by an Njam man here today weeping with us, perhaps loudest of all, over John. I shall not
speak in parables. I shall point out to Njam the Judas among us, the leopard in sheep’s clothing who killed John
and shoved his body under a grove in the middle of the thick forest overlooking the site of our former church.
Why did he kill John? Because John had caught him red-handed as he was looting a Njam household. I know,
because I saw the whole thing from the top of a coconut tree where I hid myself when I thought I had walked into
a group of Nigerian soldiers. This man, this murderer of John, this sinner whose crime is beyond pardon, is in our
midst today. He knows himself, so let him come forward and confess to Njam. That will make a better sermon
than the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem or St. Andrew’s!”
Every eye turned in the direction of Elder Zechariah. No one had noticed him easing himself out of the crowd
at the climax of Sam’s impassioned speech. By now he was running as fast as he could.
“Get the thief!” Sam screamed as he darted through the crowd, pushing down a table here and a chair there.
“Stop the murderer! Catch the infidel!” Unthinking, a group of young men pursued Elder Zechariah. People were
confused and the gathering scattered in disbelief.
Meanwhile Zechariah, quite nimble for his age, shot through the nearby bush and was heading fast towards his
home. The young men followed but he out-distanced them despite his age and their agility. For him it was a race
for life and honor. Sam, however, was much closer behind. He had one motive and that was to catch and drag
back the Elder and make him tell with his own mouth how he killed john. It would be a fatal error to kill
Zechariah before he had confessed to his own congregation that he was a sinner and not a saint among them.
As Sam negotiated the last corner leading directly to Zechariah’s house, he came face to face with a cyclist. He
pushed him down, mounted his bicycle and pedaled with reckless abandon.
It did not take long before he was at Zechariah’s door. It was locked from inside. He pounded on it with fury
but without success. He ran to the back of the house but to his frustration the door there was also bolted. He ran
into the kitchen and grabbed an iron rod which the Elder had no doubt kept for security. With all his strength, Sam
smashed the door and broke it open. The Elder was not in the first room. Sam dashed into the bedroom and there,
hanging from the roof was Elder Zechariah. Beneath his body was his Holy Bible opened at Psalm 51. Sam
looked at the rod in his hand. Zechariah had denied him the one satisfaction he had looked forward to in eight
months. He fell down and wept.
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1
Far away and long ago in a small village there was a youth who was gentle by birth but a hunter by necessity.
This youth was the most handsome man in his village, and he was very famous because he had never come home
empty handed. His fame coupled with his handsomeness made him the idol of the whole village.
One day he went to a nearby forest to hunt. It was his habit to climb a tree and watch for his quarry. But this
time, though he stayed in the tree for hours watching, he could get no animals. It was about time to go home. The
sun was already on the horizon and darkness was fast approaching. He decided to climb down and set out for
home.
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All of a sudden, he saw a deer. As he was aiming an arrow against the deer, he saw it begin to remove its skin.
Greatly amazed, he kept on watching. The next thing he saw was a very beautiful woman. He continued watching.
And this woman quietly and carefully hid the skin under a stone near the tree in which the hunter was watching.
The hunter observed all that went on, but he did not say anything. The woman went away. After the woman
had disappeared, the hunter came down, went to the stone and lifted it up, and took the deer skin. He examined it
carefully. Then he put it in his satchel and went home.
On the following morning the hunter took his satchel containing the deer skin, slung it on his shoulder, took his
bow and arrows, and made for the forest. As he had done the previous day, he climbed the tree. But this time he
was looking for the reappearance of the beautiful woman, as well as for quarry. After several hours he had seen
nothing but a snake, which unfortunately escaped before he could capture it.
It was sunset, and time for him to go home. As he was starting to come down again, he saw the woman coming
toward the stone. The hunter remained quietly in the tree, watching what would happen. The woman lifted up the
stone to recover the deer skin, but she couldn’t find it. She was very much worried. She ran helter-skelter. She
beat herself, cursed herself, and was very much anxious. The hunter, who had all the while been watching her,
called suddenly,
“What are you looking for?” The woman said,
“Oh, I was looking for the deer skin which I hid here yesterday.” The hunter asked,
“What would you do for me if I could get you the deer skin?”
But the anxiety of the woman to get the deer skin overshadowed the idea that the hunter could help. What she
was doing was just to be searching under the trees and in nearby caves—wherever she could think to look. The
hunter called again,
“Don’t you think I could help you to get the deer skin?”
Then the woman looked up and saw the hunter. Although she was afraid, the anxiety to get the skin drowned
her fear, and she replied,
“If you could get me the deer skin, I could get you anything you want.” The hunter said,
“I will give you the deer skin if only you will promise to be my wife.” With a smile on her face, and a little
blush, the woman answered,
“How can I be your wife? I cannot. Just give me my skin if you have found it.”
“Well,” said the hunter, “since you are not willing to do anything to reward me for finding the skin for you, I'm
not prepared to give it to you.”
At length the woman agreed to be the hunter's wife on one condition: that he would tell no one what he had
observed. The hunter took an oath of secrecy, and promised not to reveal the secret to any human being. And the
woman was satisfied. Since she had promised to marry, she thought she would have no need for the deer skin, for
she did not wish to change into a deer again. But the hunter kept the skin in his satchel.
Well, the hunter and the woman went home. On their entering the village, they were met by all the neighbors,
who were very curious about this beautiful woman. When they inquired about her, the hunter told them that he
had met her in the nearby town where he went to hunt.
Before this time, the hunter had married a wife. His wife, aware that the hunter would soon be home, had the
house clean and the table set for his arrival. To her amazement, she saw her husband enter with another woman.
She questioned her husband:
“What about this woman?”
The husband replied that he had met the woman in a nearby town, and the king of that town had said he should
marry the woman. He therefore had no choice, and he had to bring her home. His wife couldn’t do otherwise than
to welcome this new woman. And the woman was really very beautiful. Well, they would carry on.
But this new wife, despite her being beautiful, began to show some traits which could not be reconciled with
human behavior. At times when the senior wife would set a table, this woman would choose to eat directly with
her mouth from the plate, either sipping the soup or lapping it. This caused the senior wife to wonder what kind of
woman this was. She tried to persuade her husband to tell her more about the woman, because she was surely not
merely a human being. But the husband refused to say anything, because he was afraid to tell his wife the story of
the transformation. And not only that—he was afraid of breaking his promise.
The senior wife left the case as it was, but this new wife continued her peculiarities. At times she would
abandon her bed and sleep on the floor. Many times she would desert her chair to sit on the floor, and at times she
would refuse to eat with her husband and the other wife. Then, when everybody else had gone to sleep, she would
go down at midnight to the kitchen to enjoy alone the remnants of food in the pots and pans.
Again the senior wife, noticing all these things, asked her husband to tell her more about the woman, but the
husband again refused. He kept telling her,
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“I know you love me, but I cannot tell you more than what I have already told you, because I have told you the
truth.”
The senior wife, still greatly worried, consulted one of her friends about the problem. And that friend advised
her to try to give her husband an alcoholic drink so that he would become intoxicated. Under the influence of
alcohol he would surely reveal the secret.
The wife kept to herself what she had learned from her friend. On the very next day she set the table and gave
a very good meal to her husband. The new wife was away, drawing water for the household. When the hunter was
drunk, his first wife asked him again,
“My beloved husband, couldn’t you tell me more about this woman? I am interested.”
The hunter then related the whole story. He told his wife how he had seen this woman transforming from a
deer into a beautiful woman, how she had come the next day to look for the deer skin, how he had made a promise
to her, and so on. And he told her also that he had hidden the deer skin in the attic. Many times he had gone to the
attic to see the deer skin and thought of destroying it. But each time he had left it there, because he feared what
effect it would have on him to destroy the magic skin. So he had kept it for a long time. When he had finished the
story, his wife said nothing.
On the following morning the hunter went to the nearby bush to hunt. He would return in the evening. While
he was away, the senior wife was preparing some dishes, and the new wife was helping her. Accidentally the new
wife put sugar instead of salt into the soup. The senior wife spoke sharply.
“Look, no matter how long you live with human beings, you never seem to leave your animal behavior.”
“What do you mean?” the new wife asked, puzzled. The senior wife replied,
“I’m just trying to tell you that you should behave as a human being, and you should leave your animal
behavior.”
The new wife, greatly annoyed, challenged the senior wife to fight. And the senior wife, beside herself with
rage, ran to the attic and got the deer skin. She flung it into the woman’s face and said,
“Well, I shall be very glad to miss you in this house.”
The beautiful woman, greatly angered, rushed at the senior wife and killed her. Then she went into her room
with the deer skin, changed to a deer again, and ran into the bush. In the bush she found the hunter. As the hunter
was aiming at the deer, the deer said,
“Behold, do not shoot at me. I confided in you, but you have betrayed my confidence. You have made your bed
and you have to lie on it. Go home and see what has happened. I trusted you, but my love you denied.”
The hunter, wondering what the deer could mean, was greatly amazed. He could do nothing but go home. On
reaching home, he could find neither his first wife nor his new one. But before his arrival in the village, the news
of what had happened had taken wing, and almost everybody in the village had heard what had happened in the
hunter’s house. So his neighbors told him what had happened while he was away.
He was so sad and so lonely that he thought himself useless, and wished that he had died as a child. He cursed
himself and regretted what he had done. Because he had told his neighbors lies, they hated him. The hunter lost
his fame, and everybody turned against him. He was hopeless. Life became uninteresting. And this once-famous
hunter died in agony, and uncared for.
The inference in this story is that we should be contented with whatever we have. This hunter was not
contented with one wife. He wanted to have another one. And in getting the other one, he lost both.
2
After a long wandering, wearisome, and fruitless day of hunting, a hunter strode desperately to a nearby
village. In this village there was a festivity of some kind. At this festival there was an exceptionally beautiful
young woman surrounded by young men of respectable personality. This small but distinguished group arrested
the hunter’s attention.
He drew near to see what was going on. He noticed that these men, in turn, were trying to throw ege\fn{Tree
seeds used as marbles by children .} into the woman’s calabash.\fn{ A gourd used for making bowls and other utensils .} After
inquiring about, he learned that the woman had promised to marry any man who could successfully throw the ege
into the calabash from a specified distance. Every one of the young men had tried and failed.
The hunter decided to try his luck. After all, the reward would be worth his trouble, and it would offer some
compensation for his unfruitful hunting. There were three pieces of ege to be thrown. He threw the first one,
which landed directly in the calabash. His second throw was successful, and so was his third. The hunter
automatically became the husband of the beautiful young woman, much to the envy of his competitors.
The hunter, not knowing what type of woman he had taken for a wife, gladly took her home. It was a wonder
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that, despite the hunter’s skill in native charms and allied magic, he could not detect that the woman was a witch
who had decided to come to that town when she was bloodthirsty.
This hunter had three dogs who served as his bodyguards. The bride, not noticing that these dogs were
watching her, changed at midnight into a big mass of teeth. As she prepared to start her regular bloody task of
chewing the hunter, his three dogs barked loudly, and the man awoke. His eyes were heavy. He sleepily asked his
wife what was going on..
“Nothing,” she replied. “The dogs must be either dreaming or rabid.” And the hunter went to sleep again.
Thrice this woman tried, and thrice did these dogs bark vehemently to waken the hunter. The day dawned, and
found the woman still unsuccessful. But she hit upon an expedient. She would go a-hunting with him and advise
him to chain down his dogs, who might be a menace to his life since they appeared to be rabid.
The hunter, as a bird runs to the snare, chained his dogs, and took along with him his new wife, to go a-hunting
in a lonely forest. A few hours of walking took them to the heart of a very thick, secluded jungle where no sound
pervaded the atmosphere.
“Whatever power you have, be prepared to use it, for you are going to die,” the woman declared. She then
changed to a mass of teeth, as before, to chew the hunter.
The hunter, aware of the danger, quickly climbed a nearby tree. The mass of teeth started to bite the tree to fell
it. As the tree was about to fall, the hunter recited a magical incantation and another nearby tree bent to pick him
up. This mass of teeth felled every tree that picked him up until the hunter was on the last tree in the jungle. There
he was, on the last tree, with the mass of teeth busy at the base of the tree to fell it. There was no other hope at all;
his dogs were chained at home.
Suddenly the hunter caught a glimpse of a bird flying toward his house. He called the bird, and implored him
to go to his house and unchain his three dogs. By magical chants the hunter conjured his dogs to the scene before
his wife—who was come from nowhere—could fell the last tree. He commanded the dogs to kill her.
In the twinkling of an eye one of the dogs had done the job. The second lapped the blood, while the third
cleaned up the spot. The hunter climbed down and returned home unhurt with his three dogs.
3
Once there was a hunter who was very poor and unfortunate. Unable to get enough to eat, he was desperate
almost to the point of taking his own life.
So he went to consult a babalawo, a diviner, who was believed to be able to tell a man’s fortune. And this
diviner advised him to go out and try to hunt, and to be satisfied with whatever he found, no matter how small or
unworthy it might appear.
Early the next morning the hunter set forth into the bush with his gun and his cutlass. After quite a time of
looking around, he saw an alligator. Remembering what the diviner had told him, he determined to get the
alligator, even though at another time he would have thought the alligator a poor quarry. He resolved not to let this
alligator get away, and he pursued it closely. But the alligator at last made his escape into a hole in the ground.
Since the alligator was the last hope of the hunter, he could see nothing to do but to dig down into the hole
after it. So he laid down his gun and began to dig in the hole with his cutlass, to recover the alligator.
He felt his feet sinking down into the hole, and the next thing he knew he was in a town where there was no
man. This town was occupied entirely by women. And since there was no man, the head of that town was a
woman, who was queen.
On this day there was some kind of ceremony in the town. The hunter was amazed, and he stood and watched.
After a few minutes, as he stood, the women became aware of his presence and diverted their attention to him. He
was no more surprised to see them than they were to see him. The hunter had never seen a town where there had
been no man. And the women had never seen a man before.
The women of the town extended their affection to him. They took him in, and invited him to stay with them.
And the queen was so amazed to see him that she commanded her servants to make room for him in her palace.
On and on this man was happy in the town, and everything was going along well. As time went on, the queen
developed an interest in him, and they fell in love. And the hunter and the queen married. Automatically he
became the king of the town. The queen took him through the palace, and she said,
“Everything that is in this palace belongs to you, and everything in this town. There is only one place that you
are not permitted to go.”
She took him to the door of a certain room in the palace.
“You may go everywhere in the palace, everywhere in the town, but in this room. This one room you must not
enter.”
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“Well,” said the king, “that is perfectly all right. With all the other rooms for mine, and all the town, it would
be strange if I were not satisfied.” And for a long time he was satisfied. He had everything to make him happy—
fine food, a fine palace, a good many servants. He had been poor, and now he was rich. He began to think that he
was all in all and could do whatever he pleased. So one day the king sat down and began to think.
“After all, I am the king. All the palace belongs to me, with everything that is in it. All the town is mine. All
the children are mine. What is there in this town that I cannot see if I want to see it?”
And sneakingly one day, when the queen was away, he went to the door of the room he was not permitted to
enter. He opened the door and stepped through.
The next thing he knew, he was standing just where he had stood before when he had hunted the alligator.
There was his gun. And there was his cutlass, still by the hole. But the queen, the palace, the town—all these were
gone. And he was poor again. He was sorry for what he had done, but it was too late.
The hunter returned to his village and sought out the diviner who had helped him. He told the diviner all that
had happened.
“Help me,” he pleaded. “All that was mine, and I have it no longer. Tell me how I can return to that town
where I was king.”
The diviner shook his head.
“You had your chance, and now you have lost it. I warned you to be contented with whatever you found, but
you were not. There is nothing I can do to help you.”
So this hunter, once a king, with all at his command and everything to make him happy, was become once
more a poor hunter. The moral is this:
We should be contented with what we have, and when we are told not to do something we should try not to do
it. We should not feel too important to be within the law.
4
In a small town there lived a man who had a very remarkably beautiful daughter. This girl was old enough to
marry, and many eligible suitors had appeared, but the father had not found any of them worthy to become his
daughter’s husband. So beautiful was this girl that many respectable gentlemen, including nobles and princes
from distant places, vied with one another to win her. And so adamant was the father that the rivals became
disgusted and resolved to refrain from chasing a wild goose.
The daughter and her mother were not happy at the situation and complained bitterly against the father’s
meticulousness. The complaint against this selective father became so intolerable that he decided to go to the
“Aristocrats’ Fair” to seek a suitable husband for his daughter. And he secretly took a solemn oath before Opa,
their god, that the first living thing he came across at the Fair should be his daughter’s husband. Forgetful of the
influence this oath might have on his hopes, the father promised his wife and his daughter that from the Fair he
would bring an ideal husband, one well worthy of marrying his only daughter.
The father had told only one person, his closest friend, of the oath he had taken before Opa. But among the
daughter’s rejected suitors was the nephew of this close friend, and he soon learned about the oath. The nephew, a
fine young prince, resolved to win the bride. Disguising himself in wolf’s clothing, he went to the Fair very early.
On that same morning, the father also went very early to the Fair, to be sure that he would have a fine choice of
husbands for his daughter. And the father and the suitor in wolf’s clothing, being the first two at the Fair, soon met
each other. So the “first living thing” the father came across at the Fair was the wolf. What a surprise! He moaned
under his breath,
“What a calamity!”
He had taken an oath and he must stand by it. Opa was ubiquitous; he knew everything; he could do anything.
And the penalty for the breach of an oath was a shameful death. There was no choice, therefore, but for the father
to take the wolf to the daughter as the promised ideal husband.
The daughter and her mother were gorgeously dressed, waiting for the promised husband. What was their
horror to find out at last that the husband was no prince or noble, but a lowly beast! The daughter was in a most
unfortunate dilemma. She could either take the wolf as her husband or be disowned by her family. At length,
through the persuasion of her parents, the beautiful girl agreed to go with the wolf as her\fn{ The text has: his.} life
partner.
On their way to the jungle for their honeymoon, the wolf removed his wolf skin and showed himself to be the
handsome prince who had proposed to marry the girl. And instead of going to the jungle, they went to a luxurious
palace. So happy were the couple and their parents, who had received a blessing in disguise.
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5
Centuries ago, when eyes were on knees—instead of their present position—the sky was so low that it could
be touched by any person of average height. Men at this time could communicate with God in heaven. There was
happiness everywhere. Holy men paid occasional visits to God in His glory and majesty.
So abundant was food and so luxurious was life that most of the people began to forget themselves and to
neglect God’s nearness. So defiant the people became that God was annoyed with them, and He poured out of
heaven an unusual rain which turned everybody that came under it into a leper. As a result, most of the people
became lepers.
Disgusted with their condition, hopeless and helpless, they became desperate. Instead of praying to God and
giving thanks after every meal, these lepers would stretch their deformed hands toward heaven and clean them
against the sky, making it their napkin.
Offended at their action, God moved with the sky far away from them—beyond their reach. Since then, the sky
has been infinitely far from man.
6
In days gone by, there was a war between the birds and the animals. The bat, not knowing which side to take,
did not at first join either side.
When he saw that victory was leaning to the side of the birds, he flew to the birds to join them. One of the
birds, seeing him, asked what business he had in their camp.
“Don’t you know that I am one of you? See my wings,” the bat declared. Finally he was accepted by the birds.
But unfortunately for the birds, the victory swayed to the side of the animals.. The bat deserted the birds and
went over to the animals. One of the animals, who had noticed him in the camp of the birds, demanded,
“What are you doing here? Are you a spy?” The bat replied,
“I am one of you. Can’t you see my teeth?” And the bat parted his lips to show his small teeth.
The animals refused to accept him, and the birds refused to have him back. Since that time, the bat has
remained a social outcast. And so complete was that isolation that the bat even today does not go out from his
home except at night.
7
The five fingers are brothers. Why, then, should the thumb be isolated from the rest of his brothers? The
isolation is his own choice.
It happened one day that their parents were not at home, and the youngest of them, the small finger, told his
brothers that he was hungry. The third finger appealed to the hungry brother to be patient till their mother could
return.
“Let us go to the neighbor’s farm and get something to eat,” the second finger suggested.
“Suppose the owner of the farm should see us? What would happen then?” queried the first finger.
“I had better keep my distance,” said the thumb.
And ever since that time, the fingers and the thumb have been isolated from one another.
8
A long time ago there was a famine in a certain small town, and there was nothing for anybody to eat. All the
young people of the town gathered together to deliberate on their problem and to determine what might be done to
mend matters.
And at length they all agreed to kill and eat their old people, since that appeared to be the last resort. So
everybody killed his mother except Dog, who was very clever.
Instead of killing his mother, Dog took her to heaven, where there was enough to eat and to spare. Any time
that Dog was hungry, he would go to a secluded grove and sing:
Oh, loving Mother,
All the animals kill their mothers,
But Dog is wiser
And saves his mother.
Send down your rope
To carry me in hope
To eat out of your abundance.
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His mother would then send down a rope which Dog would hold to carry him to heaven. After his meal in
heaven, the same rope would let him down on earth again.
Meanwhile, all the others had eaten their mothers, and that source of food was gone. They became emaciated
and ill-looking. But Dog was fat, fresh, and good-looking. Everybody was curious and puzzled about Dog’s
exceptionally good condition. Everyone of the animals asked Dog how he managed to maintain such a fine
physique, but he refused to tell the truth. He would only say,
“That’s just the way it is. That’s my constitution.”
But Tortoise was not satisfied with this answer.
“I shall find out about this,” he decided.
One day, after watching Dog closely, Tortoise was successful in following his footprints to the secluded spot
where he was accustomed to going. Hiding himself nearby, Tortoise listened to Dog’s song, and observed the rope
that descended to receive him.
The next morning, before Dog had had time to visit the secluded grove, Tortoise went there and sang the song
exactly as Dog had sung it. The rope descended to pick him up. But when Tortoise was within a few yards of
heaven, Dog’s mother looked down and said, “Well, that is not my son,” and dropped the rope.
Tortoise fell quickly to earth, badly cracking his shell. He cried for help, attracting some ants who were near
that place. They came to him and tried to help him glue his shell together. As they were working, Tortoise sniffed
critically, and said,
“Mmm, you ants. Why do you smell so badly?”
The ants were greatly annoyed, and they left him to mend his own condition. That is why the tortoise’s shell is
cracked and crooked.
9
A long time ago the fox used to run away from the cock because he thought that the cock’s comb\fn{ Crown.}
was fire. The comb was red, and fire was red. Whenever the rooster appeared, the fox just fled.
The cock was surprised to see the fox run away every time. Finally he managed to get the attention of the fox
and he said,
“It is so strange that you run away from me. I am just an animal, as you are.” The fox said,
“I am afraid of the fire that is on your head.” The cock said,
“Why, that is not fire! How could I carry fire on my head and walk around naturally?” The fox said,
“Well, that I do not know.” The cock said,
“Touch it. Try it. It is not fire. It will not burn you.”
Then, not without fear, the fox touched the comb. And he saw that it was very soft, and not fire at all.
After a while, the fox became accustomed to touching this comb. And the next thing he thought was,
“Well, would this not be a good thing to have for a meal?”
He tried it one time and found that the comb was very delicious. And from that time on, the fox has chased the
cock for his comb.
It has been said that the cock has sold himself to the fox, for, if the cock had not been so friendly as to have
told the fox that the comb was not fire, he would not have been tormented by the fox.
10
One day the lion, who is taken to be the king of the animals, summoned all the animals to a meeting. The
rhinoceros, the elephant, the deer, the fish, the birds, the insects—all assembled, and the lion told them the reason
for calling the meeting.
“I have been watching,” he began, “and I have seen that human beings are trying to usurp the animals’ places.
They are not content with their own environment. They have gone into the air by means of airplanes to disturb the
birds; they are traveling in the sea, disturbing the fish; they are traveling underground, disturbing the moles and
the insects that live in the soil. What shall we do to stop these human beings from usurping our places?”
The animals discussed the matter, but they could not see a solution for the problem. Some suggested that they
should wage war against the human beings, but concluded that since they had no machine guns or rifles or other
equipment, war would be an unprofitable venture. All of the animals agreed, however, that they must seek a
solution.
They turned to the tortoise, who is taken to be the wisest of the animals, and asked his advice. The tortoise
said,
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“Well, the only sensible thing to do is to become men. If all of the animals become human beings, no one will
have any advantage over another.”
All of the animals agreed that this would indeed solve their problem. But, on the other hand, how could they
become human beings? After seeking in vain the answer for this new problem, the animals again consulted the
tortoise.
“Tell us,” they asked, “how we may become human beings.” And the tortoise answered,
“I can help you. I will prepare a kettle of medicine, in a very big pot, and each of you shall bathe, one at a time,
in the medicine. After your bathing you will become human beings.”
All the animals were very happy to learn this, so the tortoise promised to begin preparing the medicine at once.
He told them that the medicine would be ready the following day.
These animals went away and got drums and all different kinds of musical instruments. They were very joyful
at the prospect of becoming human beings, and they beat drums and danced and sang in their joy. The noise they
made was so horrible that it disturbed the tortoise, who was sleeping. He came to see what was happening.
“What is all this noise about?” he asked.
“We are joyful, and we are singing and dancing because by this time tomorrow we shall be human beings.”
The tortoise nodded.
“Hmmm. So that is your idea! You are still animals; you have not yet become human beings, and you are
behaving like this? What more will happen when you have become human beings?” Then the tortoise went away
and broke the kettle and let the medicine flow away.
The next day, when the animals got to the spot where they were to bathe and become human beings, they
found the broken kettle. Most of the medicine was gone. Some of them were wise enough to scrape up the traces
of the medicine and rub it on their bodies. Those few wise ones—and the first to be there—were the apes, the
monkeys, the chimpanzees, and the gorillas. These animals therefore resemble human beings more than do other
creatures.
11
A long time ago in a certain area the birth of twins was considered a bad omen for the land. Consequently,
twins born in that area were either put to death or thrown into the big forest to be devoured by wild animals. The
chief of the village of Serki usually gave the orders for their disposal.
This practice prevailed without exception until certain parents gave birth to especially handsome male twins,
light-skinned and well-formed. The twins were so handsome that no eyes could behold them without admiration
and at the same time without sorrow that these poor, handsome boys must die. The parents loved their twins so
much that they were willing to do anything, even if it should cost them their lives, to preserve the lives of these
twins.
As usual, the chief sent for the parents and instructed that the twins be killed. But the parents refused to have
their twins destroyed. The chief, in anger, issued an order that the parents with their twins should take their
belongings and leave the town immediately, never again to return. The parents agreed, and left.
One of the twins had a black spot on his forehead, and he was called Eiba. The other had two black spots on
his forehead, and he was called Saiba. These boys lived with their parents in the forest and grew up to be
handsome, strong men. They played together, worked together, and hunted together. They did everything in
common.
One day as they were strolling in the forest they saw a man who had been severely wounded and was covered
with blood. They were frightened at the sight and were about to take to their heels when the man, in pain,
beckoned to them. Being moved with pity, they decided to go and help him.
The man told them that he had been wounded in a battle between his town (Serki, from which the twins and
their parents had been driven) and another town.
“We are losing fast,” he said. “I was forced to leave because I could not fight any more. Please take this
amulet,” he implored. “Go and help my people if you can.”
Then he died.
Saiba and Eiba, knowing that Serki was their birthplace, decided to go and help. So they went home and
reported the event to their parents, and expressed their wish to go and help the town. The father objected
vehemently, saying,
“The chief does not want you there and would not even welcome your help. He demanded that your lives be
taken, and upon our refusal we were banished from the town.”
But the two could not be dissuaded. They insisted on going. The mother yielded, and finally the father gave in,
too.
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So the boys went to fight for the town. Saiba led one battalion and Eiba led another. These young warriors redeemed all the people and property that had been captured by the enemy, including the chief’s daughter. Two days
later the enemy was forced to flee, thereby making Saiba and Eiba with their men victorious.
There was a great feasting in celebration of the victory. At the feast one man announced that there were two
strange faces in their midst. The people then noticed that the strange faces among them were those of the brave
young soldiers that had led the town to victory. The man, the twins’ uncle, inquired of the chief and the people
whether or not they remembered the faces. Nobody seemed to remember. The man then reminded them of the
twins—one with a black spot on the forehead and the other with two spots—that had been banished with their
parents, who had refused to abide by the regulation of the town to dispose of the twins.
“These are the same twins,” he proclaimed.
The chief, remorseful for having driven them away, asked the twins for forgiveness, which they gave. Then he
sent the two young men back to their parents with many valuable gifts, as well as soldiers to entreat the parents to
return to the town. The twins and the parents became the idols of the whole town, the chief included.
From that time on, twins, no longer considered omens of evil, have been held in high regard.
12
The tortoise is considered to be the wisest of all the animals. Well, one day the tortoise decided that he would
collect all the wisdom in the earth, put it in a gourd, and hang the gourd on a tree.
At last he had collected, as he thought, all the wisdom in the earth. He packed it into the gourd and tied the
gourd around his neck. He began to climb the tree on which he had planned to hang the gourd. But he had great
difficulty in climbing the tree since the gourd, hanging around his neck and against his chest, came between him
and the tree, causing him to fall. He tried again and again, and fell many times. There was a man watching him,
and finally the man called to him,
“You are supposed to be the wisest animal of all. I will prove to you that you are not wise. Why don’t you hang
the gourd against your back? Then it will not be in your way when you climb the tree.”
The tortoise tried this trick, and he found that he could climb the tree more easily and more quickly—in fact,
he could climb the tree. The tortoise was greatly disappointed that he had not truly collected all the world’s
wisdom in the gourd, that some useful things had been left out. So he broke the gourd, since he could not hope to
contain in it all the wisdom in the earth. And that man was considered to be wiser than the tortoise.
Even the wisest of men has moments of foolishness.
13
There lived in a city two popular men. One went by the name A-God-Protected-Person-Cannot-Be-Killed-ByKing. The other went by the name A-King-Protected-Person-Cannot-Be-Killed-By-God.
There was a king in that city who learned about these men and sent for them. The two came to the king, who
asked them their names. They told him. He turned to A-God-Protected-Person-Cannot-Be-Killed-By-King.
“Do you really believe in your name?”
“Yes,” the man answered the king. The king then praised him for his boldness and thanked them both for
answering to his call.
“For your faithfulness and loyalty, have this,” the king said, as he gave a white velvet robe to A-GodProtected-Person-Cannot-Be-Killed-By-King and a black velvet robe to A-King-Protected-Person-Cannot-BeKilled-By-God. But before the king sent the two men away, he instructed a hunter to lie in ambush a few yards
from the palace and shoot the man in white velvet.
As they went out, A-King-Protected-Person-Cannot-Be-Killed-By-God looked at his velvet robe and at his
partner’s. He liked A-God-Protected-Person-Cannot-Be-Killed-By-King’s robe better than he did his own. Since
A-God-Protected-Person-Cannot-Be-Killed-By-King did not care which robe he had, he readily changed robes
with A-King-Protected-Person-Cannot-Be-Killed-By-God. They put their robes on, so that A-God-ProtectedPerson-Cannot-Be-Killed-By-King was wearing the black velvet robe and A-King-Protected-Person-Cannot-BeKilled-By-God was wearing the white velvet robe.
As they were going along, there was a loud report and a smoke. A-King-Protected-Person-Cannot-Be-KilledBy-God dropped dead. A-God-Protected-Person-Cannot-Be-Killed-By-King was sore afraid, and ran back and
told the king what had happened.
The king was amazed to see A-God-Protected-Person-Cannot-Be-Killed-By-King in a black velvet robe, and to
learn how jealous A-King-Protected-Person-Cannot-Be-Killed-By-God had become of the white velvet robe given
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by the king to A-God-Protected-Person-Cannot-Be-Killed-By-King. The king then confessed what he had ordered
done and declared,
“There is no king to equal God.”
14
There was once a man who was both blind and lame. One evening he sat in front of his house and he was very
sad about his condition. He could not move and he could not see. He was praying to God.
All of a sudden a dove flew to where he was sitting and hid under his robe. In a second came a hawk, pleading
with the man to release the dove to him, for he was very hungry and he had to eat something. If he could not get
the dove, he would die. He promised the man that, if he would release the dove to him, he would give the man
something to make him see.
The dove pleaded for his life. He told the man that releasing him to the hawk would be releasing him only to
his death. If the man would save him, the dove promised, he would give him something to cure his lameness, so
that he would be able to walk again.
Then this man was thrown between two stools. He did not know what to do. So he sent for his friend and told
him his plight.
“Should I gain my sight? Or should I gain my legs?” he asked.
The friend did not know what to tell him. He said at last,
“Well, you will have to paddle your own canoe. I cannot help you decide this matter.”
The man was very sad because his friend could not help him. He thought for a few minutes. Then he asked the
hawk,
“Suppose you should get a chicken instead of the dove. Would that be all right?” The hawk said,
“Of course. In fact, I would prefer a chicken to the dove. Because I couldn’t get a chicken, I was forced to be
content with what I had.” The man said,
“Fine.” Then he told the dove,
“Now, I shall save your life, but you must keep your promise to me.” And he said to the hawk,
“I shall provide you with food, and you are bound to keep your promise to me.”
So the man gave a chicken to the hawk. In return, the hawk told him that he must get a certain leaf, prepare it,
and squeeze the juice from it into his eyes. Then he would be able to see again. So the man released the hawk.
After the hawk had gone, he said to the dove,
“I have protected you. You must fulfill your promise to me.”
So the dove told him what he must do to regain the use of his legs. And he released the dove.
The man went according to the instructions of both the birds, the dove and the hawk, and thus he gained not
only his sight, but also his legs.
This story teaches us that there are times when we must rely entirely on our own intelligence, rather than try to
rely on our friends or other witnesses. If the friend had told him to do one or the other of these things, he would
have regained either his sight or his legs, but not both. His friend was a help to him in making him think for
himself, thus regaining both his sight and the use of his legs.
15
A hen on training her children instructed them how to fend for themselves. She told them what to do whenever
they noticed a hawk around, and especially implored them not to go near or play around any wells in their
neighborhood.
One of the young chickens was feeding a few days after that when she noticed a well. Remembering what her
mother had told her, she left the vicinity instantly. Another day’s feeding brought her near the well again. Instead
of leaving, as she had the other day, she stood still, wondering why her mother had instructed her against going
near the well. She moved nearer to the well, but nothing happened.
“What on earth can be in this well?” she puzzled.
And she became so curious that finally her curiosity overcame her fear. She jumped up on the rim to see what
the well contained.
To her surprise, she saw another chicken in the well. She turned her head; the other chicken turned hers, too.
She raised her wings; the other chicken did likewise. She chirruped, and the other chirruped, too.
At last, annoyed at this mimicry, she stood her feathers on end and challenged the mimic to a fight. The
opponent accepted the challenge by likewise ruffling her feathers. In anger, the young chicken leaped into the well
to fight her opponent. But unfortunately there was no chicken to fight except the pool of water. She struggled
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hard, and cried for help, but nobody was near.
At last she realized that her opponent was her own image. Too late she remembered what her mother had told
her, and, regretting her disobedience, she struggled in the well until she weakened and died.
16
A goat was one day grazing on a beautiful plain when she was suddenly interrupted by the loud cry of a lion.
She looked around and saw the lion in a cage. As she was about to flee from the plain, the lion beckoned to her
pleadingly. She drew near the cage.
The lion, starved and fatigued, begged the goat to open the cage for him. The goat at first refused, as she did
not trust the lion, who might kill her for his meal. On the lion’s persistent pleading and his promise to be grateful,
the goat opened the cage and the lion walked out.
After the lion was out, he was free to do anything he liked. He thanked the goat for her kindness. The goat had
walked a few yards from the cage when the lion changed his mind and decided to kill the goat for his meal, since
he was not sure of any other meal and feared dying of starvation. He then ran after the goat and seized her. The
goat was surprised and disappointed to see the lion so ungrateful, and said,
“Is it wrong for me to be kind enough to free you from the cage?” As they were debating the case, a man came
to the scene.
“What is the trouble?” the man asked. Without wasting a minute the goat stated the case.
“Where is the cage?” the man inquired.
“There.” The goat pointed.
“All right, let us go there while you show me how it happened, so I may judge which of you is right.” So the
lion, the goat, and the man went to the cage.
“Is this the cage you were in?” the man asked the lion.
“Yes.”
“In what position were you in the cage?” the man demanded.
“Like this.” The lion demonstrated. The man walked into the cage, sat down, and asked,
“Like this?”
“No,” the lion said.
“Go in and show me how,” the man directed.
The lion walked in. As he was demonstrating the position he had been in, the man quickly locked the cage.
“Yes, that is the reward of ungratefulness,” the man explained. He turned to the goat.
“From now on, you will be careful of what you do to help. There is nothing more dangerous than to be kind to
a beast.”
17
The big three—the lion, the tortoise, and the boar—representing the members of their groups, decided to
establish permanently peaceful living among their groups. But before this goal could be attained, they must
themselves be friendly, to impress their followers and set a good example for them. The lion, realizing this
situation, advised,
“Let us state our dislikes so that we may not offend one another.”
The others agreed with the lion that his idea was a good one. The tortoise, the first to state his dislike,
explained,
“The only thing I abhor is to be spoken of when I am away.” The boar, stating his dislike next, said,
“I do not mind when or what anybody talks of me, but I do not like anybody to step on my tail.”
“Neither of these is a problem for me,” rejoined the lion, “but I hate to be looked in the face.”
They all promised to observe these dislikes and abstain from offending one another. Then the tortoise,
excusing himself, left to run an errand. No sooner had he left than the lion remarked,
“What does the tortoise think is said of himself when he is away?”
“Perhaps something about his cumbersome shell,” remarked the boar.
After a few minutes the tortoise came back. He had hidden among the grasses to hear the remarks made about
him when he left. He was unable to think of anything to do about this offense against him. So he gave the lion a
nasty look. The lion, observing this, could think of nothing better to do than fight the tortoise. As they were
fighting, the lion stepped on the boar’s tail and so the three of them began to fight one another. The fight was so
intense that all the animals came from different directions to watch. Later they too joined in the struggle. Since
then, these animals have been sworn enemies.
“To state one’s dislike is to initiate one’s annoyance” is as true in the animals’ world as it is in the humans’
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world.
18
In the beginning, when God created everything in the earth, he instructed the bee to go into the world. He told
him how he could find things and put them together to make a honey that would make everything sweet, and how
to build a life that he could enjoy. The bee was very patient. He listened to all the instructions from God. And then
he left.
Then came the turn of the wasp. The wasp was very impatient, and he heard only about half of the instructions
that God wished to give him. For before God was finished, he took off, saying,
“Well, I have everything I need to know.”
When he got into the world, the wasp discovered that he had not received all the instructions. He kept trying to
make a honey, but he could not. Instead of making a honey, he made a poison, a venom.
But the bee, who had listened patiently and attentively to God, was able to put together all the things that God
had required him to put together, and he could make a honey.
Since then, the bees have been very much liked by the people, whereas the wasp has become the enemy of the
people of the earth.
The story teaches us to be patient, and to be attentive to any person who is supposed to instruct us in a certain
way.
19
Three friends were going on a journey and on their way found a bag full of coins. They were very happy, and
picked it up.
Soon they came to a stop about a mile away from a town. They were very hungry and decided to buy food to
eat. They took just enough money out of the bag to get them a round meal. So the youngest of these men went to
the town to buy their food.
After he had left, one of the others suggested that they should kill the youngest so that there would be only two
of them to share the treasure. The other, after pondering for a while, refused the proposal. The proposer pressed
him to take part in the brutal act, assuring him that no one would know it and telling him a number of things they
could do with such a large amount of money. At last the man agreed to the plan, so that they might have more than
their share of this treasure they had found.
The youngest man meanwhile got to the town, bought the food, and made for the stopping place. As he was
going, a thought flashed through his mind—
“If I could kill these two men, all the money would be mine.” But there was a voice dinning it in his ears,
quietly but persistently—
“This would be murder. It would be a blood guilt.”
These two thoughts kept chasing each other in his head. The noble thought, however, gave way to his greed for
the treasure. He returned to the town, bought poison, and put it in the food.
“I will tell them that I have taken some fruits in the town and have got no appetite for anything now. They will
eat the food and die, and the money will be mine alone,” he planned in his mind. After a while, he arrived at the
stop with the poisoned food.
Before he returned, the two others had got a good cudgel and a heavy anvil. As he set the food down, without
saying anything or allowing him to say anything, they beat him to death. After the brutal act they started eating,
but before they could finish the food they dropped dead. The three found the money and died through their own
hands and thoughts without sharing a brass farthing out of the huge sum.
20
The hare always watched the tortoise crawl and made fun of him. One day the hare mockingly challenged the
tortoise to a race. The tortoise deliberated on this issue for a while. If he should refuse, the hare’s mocking would
increase to an intolerable stage. If he should accept, there was no doubt that the hare would win and make him a
laughingstock. He could find no way out of the hare’s mockery and therefore accepted the challenge.
A day was set for the race and the two were prepared. To the hare it was no problem, but as for the tortoise—
that was quite a different matter. They started the race.
After some time, the hare turned back, to see the tortoise a long way behind. He therefore decided to take a
nap. The tortoise crawled slowly and resolutely, and overtook and passed the hare silently while the hare slept.
The tortoise finally reached the finishing point and shouted,
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“The slow-but-steady has won the race!”
The hare awoke to see the tortoise ahead of him. He ran fast and galloped violently, but it was too late.
Oh, not to the swift is the race.
21
The tortoise and the boar were bosom friends and accustomed to dining together. They invited each other to
dinner in turns. At last the boar did not want the tortoise to dine with him any more. So when his dinner was
ready, he wound himself around the bowl of meal and called the tortoise to dinner.
The tortoise went round and round and finally had stretched to reach the bowl when the boar exclaimed,
“Hush! I invited you to dinner and you are stepping on me.”
The tortoise, after this futile effort to get at the meal, returned to his house, disappointed but resolute.
On the following day, the tortoise prepared his own dinner and tied a rope to his tail which he wound around
the bowl of meal. He then hailed the boar for dinner. As the boar stretched to reach the food, the tortoise
exclaimed,
“Hush! I invited you for dinner and you are stepping on me!” In amazement, the boar questioned the tortoise,
“Since when have you been so big?”
“Man teaches man to be tailor short,” answered the tortoise defiantly.
22
A hungry fox came out of his hole to see a crow on a tree with a big piece of meat in his beak.
“Fine day!” he cried to the crow.
“Hello,” mumbled the crow.
“I was just marveling at how wonderful you are,” continued the fox. “You have such a beautiful voice that
nothing pleases me more than to hear you sing.”
“Is that so?” asked the crow, with an air of superiority.
“Of course. I came out purposely to listen to your melodious songs, and I shall be too happy if you will be so
kind as to sing one of your lovely songs,” entreated the fox.
As the crow opened his beak to sing to impress the fox, his piece of meat fell to the ground. Before he could
fly down to recover his meat, the fox had greedily seized it and hurried to his hole.
“Gone is gone—there is no remedy,” sighed the crow. “But how foolish was I to have attempted to sing!”
23
The city mouse was passing by one day and noticed a country mouse eating rotting kernels and discarded
peanuts.
“Hello, friend,” he greeted him.
“Hello,” returned the country mouse.
“I am just wondering how you can eat such nasty, stinking food around here,” the city mouse continued. “I eat
luxurious food any time, and as much as I want. I do not need to labor for my meals,” he boasted.
“Is that so?” the country mouse inquired, surprised.
“Surely. Come with me and see. You will love every bit of your time in the city, and never think of coming
back.”
The country mouse followed the city mouse. At last they entered a big house and found their way into a pantry.
There was plenty of food set around.
“Come on. Let us eat,” the city mouse invited.
No sooner had they started than they heard a sound of footsteps.
“Run, run. Run for your life!” the city mouse cried to the country mouse.
They both ran out. The country mouse, with his heart in his mouth, said,
“I am going back to the field to eat the nasty food without fear or insecurity, for it is better to be poor and be
happy than to be rich and restless.”
24
There was once a man who had two wives. Each of these wives had a daughter. The senior wife was a bad
woman—envious and selfish. And the senior wife’s daughter, Abeo, was just exactly like her mother—bad and
lazy. The second wife was a very good woman—industrious, tolerant, and sympathetic. And her daughter, Alake,
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danced to her tune. It is so true: like mother, like daughter.
Alake hawked palm oil. She usually left home at dawn and returned at dusk. It happened one day that a man
bought palm oil from her, but he had not the right change with him to give to her. The man (who was a ghost in
human flesh) asked Alake if she would be willing to follow him to his house to get the change. Alake agreed
immediately. The man told Alake the difficulty it would entail before they could get to his place. He told her about
the River of Dye and the River of Blood that they would come across on their way. Because Alake was
determined, brave, and willing to do any hard work that might bring in some money, the man let her follow him.
They set forth on their journey. They walked and walked and walked until they were near nowhere. Then the
man started singing,
Palm-oil seller, return.\fn{Leader.}
Return? I will not return.\fn{Chorus.}
Palm-oil seller, return.
Return? I will not return.
If you do not return, you will come across the River of Dye.
Return? I will not return.
Palm-oil seller, return.
Return? I will not return.
Palm-oil seller, return.
I will not return."

They walked and walked, and after a while they came across the River of Dye. The man started to sing again,
Palm-oil seller, return.
Return? I will not return.
Palm-oil seller, return.
Return? I will not return.
If you do not return, you will come across the River of Blood.
Return? I will not return.
Palm-oil seller, return.
Return? I will not return.
Palm-oil seller, return.
I will not return.

After they had walked for some time, they came to the River of Blood.
Shortly after that, they arrived at the man’s house. The man praised Alake for her perseverance and gave her
the money for the palm oil. In addition, he told her to go to his back yard, where she would find many gourd trees.
“Some of the gourds will be very attractive and some will be dull and unattractive. But you should pick three
dull gourds,” the man instructed her.
“Break one of the gourds at the junction of the four roads,” the man continued, “the second in your own back
yard, and the third one behind the closed door of your mother’s room.”
Alake followed the man's instructions diligently. When she broke the first one, there appeared servants and
attendants that followed her. Then she broke the second one, and what did she find? Boxes of expensive and fine
clothes, and many kinds of wealth. The servants and attendants carried these goods for her and followed her.
When she got home her parents were surprised to see her with so many servants, all carrying goods. They
welcomed her warmly. Shortly after her arrival, she went into her mother’s room with her mother, locked the
door, and broke the third and last gourd. What appeared? Gold and silver jewelry, precious beads, and rare stones
of all kinds. These made Alake and her mother rich.
Since Alake and her mother were very kind and generous, they divided their wealth into three parts. They gave
one part to Alake’s father and another to the senior wife, and kept the third part themselves. But the senior wife,
because of her envy, refused to take anything from them. She insisted on knowing how they had come by their
wealth, so she could do the same thing.
In no time at all, the senior wife had made a palm-oil seller out of her lazy daughter, Abeo. She left home at
dawn and returned at dusk. And one day a man bought palm oil from her, but he had not the right change with him
to give to her. The man asked Abeo if she would be willing to follow him to his house to get the change. Abeo
agreed immediately. The man told Abeo the difficulty it would entail before they could get to his place. He told
her about the River of Dye and the River of Blood that they would come across on their way. Because Abeo was
eager to obtain for herself riches even greater than those that had fallen to Alake, she insisted upon following the
man.
They set forth on their journey. They walked and walked and walked until they were near nowhere. Then the
396

man started singing,
Palm-oil seller, return.\fn{Leader.}
Return? I will not return.\fn{Chorus.}
Palm-oil seller, return.
Return? I will not return.
If you do not return, you will come across the River of Dye.
Return? I will not return.
Palm-oil seller, return.
Return? I will not return.
Palm-oil seller, return.
I will not return."

They walked and walked, and after a while they came across the River of Dye. The man started to sing again,
Palm-oil seller, return.
Return? I will not return.
Palm-oil seller, return.
Return? I will not return.
If you do not return, you will come across the River of Blood.
Return? I will not return.
Palm-oil seller, return.
Return? I will not return.
Palm-oil seller, return.
I will not return.

After they had walked for some time, they came to the River of Blood. Shortly after that, they arrived at the
man’s house. The man praised Abeo for her perseverance and gave her the money for the palm oil. In addition, he
told her to go to his back yard, where she would find many gourd trees.
“Some of the gourds will be very attractive and some will be dull and unattractive. But you should pick three
dull gourds,” the man instructed her.
“Break one of the gourds at the junction of the four roads,” the man continued, “the second in your own back
yard, and the third one behind the closed door of your mother’s room.”
But Abeo, instead of following the man’s instructions, picked the three most attractive gourds she could find.
When she broke the first gourd, many poisonous insects appeared and started to sting her. She took to her
heels. She broke the second gourd when she came to her own back yard and there appeared huge gorillas and wild
monkeys who started to beat her. She still had not given up the hope of wealth, so she entered her mother’s room
with her mother, locked the door, and broke the third gourd.
What happened?
All kinds of poisonous snakes and dangerous animals imaginable appeared and devoured them.
This story teaches us that the envious invite trouble upon their heads.
25
A lawyer, learning that his neighbor was involved in a theft case, went to him.
“If you will share the money with me, I will set you free,” he offered.
“Can you, really?” the criminal inquired, doubting that this thing could be done.
“Yes. Why not?” the lawyer answered, full of confidence.
“All right. I shall give you half of the money if you can,” the thief agreed.
The criminal’s employer had sued him, and the date of the hearing was at hand.
“What you have to do is to pretend madness,” the lawyer explained. “To any question whatsoever asked of
you, just say ‘Ree,’” the lawyer directed.
“Oh, my. That’s simple,” the criminal observed. He agreed to do as he was counseled.
The day came and the case was called in the court.
“Mr. Bobo, it was reported that on so-and-so date such-and-such amount of money was missing in the section
where you were working. What do you know about it?” the Crown Counsel asked firmly.
“Ree,” the criminal answered. The Crown Counsel repeated his statement and Bobo said repeatedly,
“Ree, ree.”
“You are Mr. Bobo?” the judge inquired.
“Ree, ree” was the only answer to that question and every succeeding one.
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The lawyer stood up and asked for dismissal of the case, as his client had been suffering from a mental
derangement for the past few weeks and he was quite sure that some scamps had taken advantage of his mental
depression to get away with the money in question. After much argument between the lawyer and the Crown
Counsel, the case was dismissed by the judge. When the court was over, the lawyer took his client home to get his
own share of the money.
“The case is now over and you are free. What about my own share?” the lawyer demanded as they sat together
in the living room.
“Ree,” was the client’s answer.
“Be serious now and make haste.”
“Ree” was still the only audible sound.
“I am serious. I have an appointment at five o’clock. Be sober and give me my share.”
Every effort to make his client sane after the temporary madness proved useless. The lawyer, disappointed and
chagrined, went away angry with himself that he had not taken his share before the trial.
26
A man in a fairly well populated town had a beautiful daughter. So beautiful was she that not only the nobles of
the town proposed to marry her, but also kings and princes from surrounding towns. Her father defeated these
suitors by setting three tasks, none of which any of them could perform.
A clever farmer about fifty miles from the town heard about the matter and decided to go for a trial.
The first of the tasks was to stay in a room full of mosquitoes without moving or driving the mosquitoes away
when thousands of them alighted on the suitor’s naked body and bit him.
The second task was to eat a well-ground red-hot pepper without showing any sign of pain or any twisting of
the lips to ease the painful action of the pepper.
And the third task was to tell a story that would last for a whole day—from dawn to dusk.
At the first task, the farmer pretended to describe to his watchful guards a peculiar horse that he had seen on
his way. He slapped his body at different places to indicate the colorful spots on the white horse as he said,
“There was white here, black there, yellow at this spot, green at that, and white everywhere.”
In this way he discreetly drove the mosquitoes away, while the guards took him seriously and expressed their
amazement. The period for staying in the room elapsed. The guards had not seen him drive away the mosquitoes
—deliberately but cunningly—and they proclaimed him a successful performer of the first task.
The second task was to eat hot pepper without squinting or grimacing or using any gesture to suggest the biting
action of the pepper on the tongue. The farmer before he sat down to his fateful meal threw some corn on the
ground near the spot where he was to sit, to attract the chickens in the yard. As these fowls drew near him in an
attempt to pick up the corn, he complained,
“These fowls are pestering me. Shoo, shoo, shoo!” He drove them away, waving his hands. So he cunningly
ate up the pepper without apparent gesture to show or ease the pain of the hot pepper on his tongue.
The last task was to tell a story continuously from morning till night. The day dawned only too quickly, and the
farmer determined to attack this last task with courage, to win the most cherished beauty of the town.
“During the last harvest,” the farmer began, “I packed many bags of corn in my barn. Soon I detected the
presence of a mouse in and around the barn. To be sure whether my idea was correct or not, I decided to watch.
Within an hour I saw a mouse gnawing at a bag until a hole resulted. Then he picked up one grain, ran to his nest,
came back, picked up another and ran to his nest. I stood motionless and he picked up another and picked up
another and picked up another and picked up another”—the farmer repeated, until everyone in the audience had
become bored and darkness covered the sky.
The father, unable to gainsay or disqualify the farmer, had no choice other than to give his daughter in
marriage to the only successful suitor.
27
Everybody knows that the hippopotamus is very strong. In fact, he is considered one of the strongest of all the
animals. Well, one day the tortoise went to the hippopotamus and he said to him,
“You are thought to be so strong. But would you be surprised if I told you that I could pull you out of the
river?” The hippopotamus smiled at the tortoise.
“What? You are joking! Pull me out of the river? You are too small. It cannot be done.”
“But I can do it,” the tortoise insisted.
“I would be very much surprised if you did,” said the hippopotamus.
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“But I am willing to try it.”
So the tortoise set a date with the hippopotamus to try their strength. Then the tortoise went to the elephant.
“You are so strong,” he said. “But can you believe that I can pull you into the river?”
“Impossible!” said the elephant. “You are too small.”
“But I am sure I can do it,” insisted the tortoise.
“Well, then, we will try,” agreed the elephant. And a date was set for the trial—the same date that had been set
with the hippopotamus.
The tortoise got a very strong rope. And on the day set for the trial, everybody was there, to see what would
happen. The tortoise went down into the river and gave one end of the rope to the hippopotamus.
“Hold this,” he said. “But do not begin pulling until I tug on the rope. Then you can start.”
The tortoise went up out of the water as if he were ready to pull against the hippopotamus. But he went up to
the elephant. He gave him the other end of the rope.
“Hold this,” he said. “But do not begin pulling until I tug on the rope. Then you can start.”
Then he left the elephant and made as if he were going into the water to pull against him. But he went just to
the edge of the water and tugged at the rope. Then he hid.
The hippopotamus and the elephant began to pull. They tried their best to pull each other either way. And this
tug of war went on from morning till afternoon. Finally the hippopotamus thought, with surprise,
“Can it be true that the tortoise is this strong?” And at the same time, the elephant thought to himself,
“Can it be possible that the tortoise is this strong?”
The hippopotamus became so curious that his curiosity overshadowed his reluctance to being defeated by the
tortoise. And he began walking slowly up out of the deep part of the river toward the land, to see whether indeed
it was the tortoise pulling on the other end of the rope. And the elephant became so curious that his curiosity
finally overshadowed whatever honor he might achieve at winning the contest. And he began walking slowly
toward the river's edge to see whether it was truly the tortoise who was pulling on the other end of the rope.
When the elephant and the hippopotamus met in the shallow water at the edge of the river, they found that they
had been pulling against each other. But the elephant had been pulled into the river, and the hippopotamus had
been pulled out of the river, by the clever tortoise.
Strength may lie in wit, as well as in muscle.
28
One time in a small town, meat was so scarce that it could not be had for love or money. In the course of time,
two young men discovered that hogs were being raised in a nearby town. They begged the owner to sell some—or
one, at least. But he refused to sell, so they were compelled to resort to other means of getting a hog, since they
needed meat badly. The only means that was open was stealing.
But how could they get the hog to their town without detection? That posed a nice problem. After giving the
problem much thought, they arrived at a clever means of transporting the hog to their town.
Secretly and carefully they went before dawn one day to the place where the hogs were kept. They got hold of
one of the hogs, killed it, and put it into a coffin that they had taken along with them. By sunup they were on their
way back to their own town, carrying the coffin and singing songs of mourning. Two travelers coming toward
these corpse-bearers were arguing between themselves in this fashion:
“The man in the coffin might not be completely dead,” said one of them.
“I am sure the body is entirely lifeless,” the other asserted firmly.
“How can you be so sure?” questioned the first traveler.
“If you doubt my assurance, let us ask the bearers,” the second man suggested.
“Yes, by all means,” agreed the first.
The question posed by these two travelers puzzled the coffin-bearers, and they could not but misinterpret the
question. Panic seized them. Their consciences smote them. Aggressive attack appeared the only answer for this
challenging question.
The fiasco resulted in a summons for all four of them to appear before the local chief. After much questioning,
the chief demanded an examination of the coffin. The coffin was examined and found to contain neither a half.
dead person nor a corpse, but a big, fresh hog.
The two young men were accused of stealing. Though they pleaded for leniency and explained the necessity
that had driven them to stealing the hog, they found themselves subject to three years’ confinement as a
punishment for their bold act.
29
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The tortoise, meeting the lion one day, remarked,
“The animals in this area are becoming swollen-headed. They move about carelessly, with no regard for their
own safety.”
“Oh?” queried the lion, surprised. “I have been looking for animals lately and have found not a one.”
The tortoise, who knew the lion’s need for animal flesh for food and his desire to get any of these careless
walkers, promised to show him where the animals were if he would follow and obey him. The lion agreed, and
followed the tortoise, confident of a fine dinner.
Before the tortoise had left home, he had instructed his wife to prepare a barrel of boiling water. When the lion
and the tortoise were within a stone's throw of the tortoise’s house, the tortoise persuaded the lion to crawl into a
big bag which he was carrying.
“In this way, the animals will not recognize you,” he said. The starved and docile lion agreed.
“That is a good idea. They might otherwise run away and escape,” he remarked, as he walked freely and
happily into the bag.
The tortoise with all his power tied up the bag very tightly and carried it to his own home on his back. As he
approached his wife and children, they welcomed him and asked how he had been. The tortoise, under a heavy
strain, did not answer, but beckoned for them to be quiet and to take the cover off the barrel of boiling water. The
tortoise, shuffling one foot after the other but with a determined effort, staggered to the barrel and dumped the
lion, bag and all, into the boiling water.
There was a great struggling and splashing in the barrel for a while, followed by occasional whirling and
terminated by perfect stillness. And this was how the animal terrorist traced his dinner to the grave.
30
There lived a couple in a small but famous town. The two had been happy for some time after their marriage.
But as time went on, the wife became dissatisfied with her husband for certain reasons. She could no longer find
the happiness she wanted in her home and therefore resorted to making secret .love with young men in the
neighborhood. The husband’s friends told him about his wife’s unfaithfulness, but he paid no heed to it.
The husband of the unfaithful wife worked in the evenings, which served as favorable times for the visits of
the secret lovers. One day the husband was sick and returned home earlier than usual. The secret lovers did not
know that the husband was at home. As usual, one of them strolled into the back yard with the hope of going in to
chat with the woman. He was about to enter when the woman signaled to him that her husband was in. Confused
and embarrassed, he leaped into the big pot standing in the back yard, to hide.
Some time after that came another of the lovers. It was getting dark, and the woman was unable to signal the
man before he entered. The man shivered and trembled as he found himself before the husband.
“Whom are you looking for?” the husband demanded indignantly. The unfortunate man, at his wits’ end, said,
“I want to carry to my farm the big pot that is in the back yard, and I am looking for somebody to help me lift
it up onto my back.”
“Oh, I can help you,” the husband said readily, as he rose and followed the man to the pot.
“The pot is quite heavy,” the lover commented as the husband of the woman was lifting the pot with him.
After leaving the husband with his wife and walking for a few yards with a heavy pot on his back, the man
began to berate himself.
“What trouble I have created for myself,” he grumbled.
“Hmph! Your situation is better than mine, in this terribly hot pot,” commented the man in the pot.
“What?” the man exclaimed, frightened almost to death.
And he dropped the pot and ran away.
31
Once a man married three wives, and none of them gave birth to a child. Worried because none of his wives
had borne a child, the man went to a diviner to consult with him about what might be done to enable his wives to
bear children.
The diviner prepared a certain porridge to be taken by the wives, and he told the man that if this medicine was
taken by the wives they would surely conceive. The medicine to produce fertility was already in the porridge.
The man carried the porridge home and explained to his three wives what the diviner had told him-that the
porridge contained a medicine which would enable them to conceive and bear children. Each of the wives was to
eat of this porridge.
Now two of the wives, bearing ill feelings toward the third wife, contrived to send her out on an errand. In her
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absence, they ate up all of the porridge. When she returned, she found all of the porridge finished except for a
small remnant which clung to the bottom of the pot. There was nothing for her to do but to peel out the remnant
and eat it.
Fortunately for this woman, the medicine in the porridge had settled to the bottom, and what she scraped up
and ate was the part which would produce fertility. She therefore conceived. And what the other two wives had
eaten was merely porridge, so they were unable to conceive. They were not very happy about this.
As the other wives realized that the third wife would deliver a child, they planned another trick, to deprive her
of her child. At the time she was about to give birth, the jealous wives got a stone of about the size of a newborn
baby, and they splashed it with blood. While they were helping this wife in childbirth, one of them removed her
baby and slipped under her the blood-smeared stone.
As soon as the wife was conscious after giving birth to her baby, she requested to see the baby. The other wives
presented her with the blood-smeared stone, saying that that was what had been inside her—that was her baby.
The wife was very sad about this, and she could not believe it.
Meanwhile, the other wives had taken the baby to some other people in a nearby town who would care for it.
One day this third wife happened to go to the market place and she heard the news about her child. She saw the
child and recognized certain resemblances between herself and the child. So she went to her husband and told him
what had happened.
It was arranged that the ownership of the child would be put to a test. Each of the three wives was told to
prepare a certain kind of food to set before the child. The child would be invited to attend the ceremony, and to
taste of any dish which he desired. The dish from which he chose to eat, it was believed, would be the one
prepared by his rightful mother.
The child’s mother, who was not liked by the other two wives and was quite poor, was unable to secure fine
foods, and the dish which she prepared was not appetizing. The other two wives pooled their resources and
prepared delicious and good-looking foods certain to attract the child. The child was then called to taste the
dishes.
No one thought that the child would be attracted by the food his own mother had prepared, since it was the
least appetizing. But to the surprise of the two jealous wives, the child went straight to the unappetizing dish
prepared by his mother, and ate of it. That woman was therefore declared to be the mother of the child, and her
child was returned to her.
32
A man was greatly troubled about the sterility of his wife, and he went to a diviner to get his help. The diviner
prepared him a porridge, but before giving it to him the diviner warned him not to eat any of it. Even if a bit of the
porridge should spill on his hand, he should try to wash it off. He should not lick it, or let a bit of the porridge
touch his tongue. The man agreed that he would not eat of the porridge.
On the way to his home there was a stone, and accidentally the man stumbled, and the pot containing the
porridge broke. The soup spilled over. He saw that the porridge was very interesting and good-looking, and he
was greatly tempted to lick his finger. He decided that would be a very foolish thing to do. But the more he
decided not to do it, the more attractive and appetizing this porridge became.
At last he could no longer avoid the temptation, and he licked his finger. He gathered up what remained in the
broken pot to take home to his wife. But before he got home, the porridge tempted him so greatly that he ate up
almost half of what remained.
So it happened that not only the wife conceived, but he, too, conceived. And this was very ridiculous and
unusual, for it was unheard-of for a man to conceive a child.
As it came near the time for the man and his wife to bear the children they had conceived, the man became
worried. It was clearly impossible for him to deliver a child. So he went back to the diviner who had given him
the medicine, to get his help.
The diviner said he was very sorry, but that he had warned the man not to allow any of the medicine to touch
his tongue and the man had not heeded his warning. There was nothing that he could do to help. The man had
made his bed and therefore he must lie on it.
33
The tortoise became so worried about the barrenness of his wife that he decided to consult the diviner, that he
might obtain a cure. The diviner promised to help him. With considerable care and effort, the diviner prepared a
medicinal porridge and handed it to the tortoise in a closed calabash.
“This is an infallible cure for barrenness,” the diviner declared. “Do not open it. Just give it to your wife and
401

tell her to take all of it.”
The tortoise grabbed the calabash and went happily homeward. As he was going along, an appetizing smell
assailed his nostrils.
“Such a delicious smell could surely not come from this medicine,” he said to himself.
He sniffed and sniffed, and, unable to detect the source of the appetizing odor, the tortoise laid the calabash on
the ground and went to seek out the good-smelling food. To his surprise, he realized that the farther he walked
from the porridge calabash, the less intense the pleasant odor became. He finally discovered that the odor came
from the porridge he was bearing to his wife.
So appetizing was the odor that came from the forbidden magical soup that the tortoise could not resist the
temptation of going against the diviner’s instructions. After much deliberation, he yielded to temptation,
contenting himself by believing that opening the calabash to see what was inside could do him no harm. On
seeing the porridge, the tortoise felt a greater temptation to taste it than he had had to open the calabash. His saliva
was flowing; his tongue was twisting; he felt very, very hungry. Without allowing himself further deliberation, he
tasted the porridge.
In rapid order, he went from tasting to drinking, and from drinking to draining. Before he realized fully his
unscrupulous behavior and the consequence it might bring, his belly had swollen to an unbelievable size.
The tortoise became much afraid. Despondent and perplexed, he returned to the diviner to plead guilty and to
beseech him to cure him of his pregnancy.
“Irrevocable is my decision, and my instruction is absolute,” sternly declared the diviner.
“My disobedience was not intentional,” pleaded the tortoise. “I tumbled over a stump and the soup splashed all
over my body and accidentally got into my mouth.”
But this explanation was unsuccessful in winning the diviner’s mercy.
In this hopeless situation the tortoise returned home. Unable to confess his misadventure to his wife, he
suffered silently and finally died of the pregnancy which he had sought for his wife. And well he knew before he
died that pregnancy can be dangerous.
57.127 & 213.77 1. Africa Kills Her Sun 2. The Empire Builders\fn{by Kenule Beeson Saro-Wiwa (1941-1995)} Bori,
Rivers State, Nigeria (M) 11
1
Dear Zole,
You’ll be surprised, no doubt, to receive this letter. But I couldn’t leave your beautiful world without saying
good-bye to you who are condemned to live in it. I know that some might consider my gesture somewhat pathetic,
as my colleagues, Sazan and Jimba, do, our finest moments having been achieved two or three weeks ago.
However, for me, this letter is a celebration, a final act of love, a quality which, in spite of my career, in spite of
tomorrow morning, I do possess in abundance, and cherish. For I’ve always treasured the many moments of pleasure we spent together in our youth when the world was new and fishes flew in golden ponds. In the love we then
shared have I found happiness, a true resting place, a shelter from the many storms that have buffeted my brief
life. Whenever I’ve been most alone, whenever I’ve been torn by conflict and pain, I’ve turned to that love for the
resolution which has sustained and seen me through. This may surprise you, considering that this love was never
consummated and that you may possibly have forgotten me, not having seen me these ten years gone. I still
remember you, have always remembered you, and it’s logical that in the night before tomorrow, I should write
you to ask a small favor of you. But more importantly, the knowledge that I have unburdened myself to you will
make tomorrow morning’s event as pleasant and desirable to me as to the thousands of spectators who will
witness it.
I know this will get to you because the prison guard’s been heavily bribed to deliver it. He should rightly be
with us before the firing squad tomorrow. But he’s condemned, like most others, to live, to play out his assigned
role in your hell of a world. I see him burning out his dull, uncomprehending life, doing his menial job for a
pittance and a bribe for the next so many years. I pity his ignorance.and cannot envy his complacency. Tomorrow morning, with this letter and our bribe in his pocket, he’ll call us out, Sazan, Jimba, and I. As usual, he’ll have
all our names mixed up: he always calls Sazan “Sajim” and Jimba “Samba.” But that won’t matter. We’ll obey
him, and as we walk to our death, we’ll laugh at his gaucherie, his plain stupidity. As we laughed at that other
thief, the High Court Judge.
You must’ve seen that in the papers too. We saw it, thanks to our bribe-taking friend, the prison guard, who
sent us a copy of the newspaper in which it was reported. Were it not in an unfeeling nation, among a people
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inured to evil and taking sadistic pleasure in the loss of life, some questions might have been asked. No doubt,
many will ask the questions, but they will do it in the safety and comfort of their homes, over the interminable
bottles of beer, uncomprehendingly watching their boring, cheap television programs, the rejects of Europe and
America, imported to fill their vacuity. They will salve their conscience with more bottles of beer, wash the
answers down their gullets and pass question, conscience and answer out as waste into their open sewers choking
with concentrated filth and murk. And they will forget.
I bet, though, the High Court Judge himself will never forget. He must remember it the rest of his life. Because
I watched him closely that first morning. And I can’t describe the shock and disbelief which I saw registered on
his face. His spectacles fell to his table and it was with difficulty he regained composure. It must have been the
first time in all his experience that he found persons arraigned on a charge for which the punishment upon
conviction is death, entering a plea of guilty and demanding that they be sentenced and shot without further delay.
Sazan, Jimba, and I had rehearsed it carefully. During the months we’d been remanded in prison custody while the
prosecutors prepared their case, we’d agreed we weren’t going to allow a long trial, or any possibility that they
might impose differing sentences upon us: freeing one, sentencing another to life imprisonment and the third to
death by firing squad.
Nor did we want to give the lawyers in their funny, black, funeral robes an opportunity to clown around, making arguments for pleasure, engaging in worthless casuistry. No. We voted for death. After all, we were armed
robbers, bandits. We knew it. We didn’t want to give the law a chance to prove itself the proverbial ass. We were
being honest to ourselves, to our vocation, to our country, and to mankind.
“Sentence us to death immediately and send us before the firing squad without further delay,” we yelled in
unison.
The Judge, after he had recovered from his initial shock, asked us to be taken away that day, “for disturbing
my court.” I suppose he wanted to see if we’d sleep things over and change our plea. We didn’t. When they
brought us back the next day, we said the same thing in louder voice. We said we had robbed and killed. We were
guilty. Cool. The Judge was bound hand and foot and did what he had to. We’d forced him to be honest to his
vocation, to the laws of the country, and to the course of justice. It was no mean achievement. The court hall was
stunned; our guards were utterly amazed as we walked out of court, smiling.
“Hardened criminals,” “Bandits,” I heard them say as we trooped out of the court. One spectator actually spat
at us as we walked into the waiting Black Maria!
And now that I’ve confessed to banditry, you’ll ask why I did it? I’ll answer that question by retelling the story
of the young, beautiful prostitute I met in St. Pauli in Hamburg when our ship berthed there years back. I’ve told
my friends the story several times. I did ask her, after the event, why she was in that place? She replied that some
girls chose to be secretaries in offices, others to be nurses. She had chosen prostitution as a career. Cool. I was
struck by her candor. And she set me thinking. Was I in the merchant navy by choice or because it was the first job
that presented itself to me when I left school? When we returned home, I skipped ship, thanks to the prostitute of
St. Pauli, and took a situation as a clerk in the Ministry of Defense.
It was there I came face-to-face with the open looting of the national treasury, the manner of which I cannot
describe without arousing in myself the deepest, basest emotions. Everyone was busy at it and there was no one to
complain to. Everyone to whom I complained said to me:
“If you can’t beat them, join them.”
I was not about to join anyone; I wanted to beat them and took it upon myself to wage a war against them. In
no time they had gotten rid of me. Dismissed me. I had no option but to join them then. I had to make a choice. I
became an armed robber, a bandit. It was my choice, my answer. And I don’t regret it.
Did I know it was dangerous? Some girls are secretaries, others choose to be prostitutes. Some men choose to
be soldiers and policemen, others doctors and lawyers; I chose to be a robber. Every occupation has its hazards. A
taxi driver may meet his death on the road; a businessman may die in an air crash; a robber dies before a firing
squad. It’s no big deal. If you ask me, the death I’ve chosen is possibly more dramatic, more qualitative, more
eloquent than dying in bed of a ruptured liver from overindulgence in alcohol. Yes? But robbery is antisocial, you
say? A proven determination to break the law. I don’t want to provide an alibi. But just you think of the many men
and women who are busy breaking or bending the law in all coasts and climes. Look for a copy of The Guardian
of 19th September. That is the edition in which our plea to the Judge was reported. You’ll find there the story of the
Government official who stole over seven million naira. Seven million. Cool. He was antisocial, right? How
many of his type d’you know? And how many more go undetected? I say, if my avocation was antisocial, I’m in
good company. And that company consists of Presidents of countries, transnational organizations, public servants
high and low, men and women. The only difference is that while I’m prepared to pay the price for it all, the others
are not. See?
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I’m not asking for your understanding or sympathy. I need neither, not now nor hereafter. I’m saying it as it is.
Right? Cool. I expect you’ll say that armed robbery should be the special preserve of the scum of society. That no
man of my education has any business being a bandit. To that I’ll answer that it’s about time well-endowed and
well-trained people took to it. They’ll bring to the profession a romantic quality, a proficiency which will
ultimately conduce to the benefit of society. No, I’m not mad. Truly. Time was when the running and ruining of
African nations was in the hands of half-literate politicians. Today, well-endowed and better trained people have
taken over the task. And look how well they’re doing it. So that even upon that score, my conscience sleeps easy.
Understand?
Talking about sleep, you should see Sazan and J imba on the cold, hard prison floor, snoring away as if life
itself depends on a good snore. It’s impossible, seeing them this way, to believe that they’ll be facing the firing
squad tomorrow. They’re men of courage. Worthy lieutenants. It’s a pity their abilities will be lost to society
forever, come tomorrow moming. Sazan would have made a good Army General anyday, possibly a President of
our country in the mold of Idi Amin or Bokassa. The Europeans and Americans would have found in him a useful
ally in the progressive degradation of Africa. Jimba’d have made an excellent Inspector-General of Police, so
versed is he in the ways of the Police! You know, of course, that Sazan is a dismissed Sergeant of our nation’s
proud army. And Jimba was once a Corporal in the Police Force. When we met, we had similar reasons for
pooling our talents. And a great team we did make. Now here we all are in the death cell of a maximum security
prison and they snoring away the last hours of their lives, on. the cold, smelly floor. It’s exhilarating to find them
so disdainful of life. Their style is the stuff of which history is made. In another time and in another country,
they’d be Sir Francis Drake, Cortes, or Sir Walter Raleigh. They’d have made empires and earned national honors.
But here, our life is one big disaster, an endless tragedy. Heroism is not in our star. We are millipedes crawling on
the floor of a dank, wet forest. So Sazan and Jimba will die unsung. See?
One thing, though. We swore never to kill. And we never did. Indeed, we didn’t take part in the particular
“operation” for which we were held, Sazan, Jimba, and I. That operation would’ve gone quite well if the
Superintendent of Police had fulfilled his part of the bargain. Because he was in it with us. The Police are
involved in every single robbery that happens. They know the entire gang, the gangs. We’d not succeed if we
didn’t collaborate with them. Sazan, Jimba, and I were the bosses. We didn’t go out on “operations.” The boys
normally did. And they were out on that occasion. The Superintendent of Police was supposed to keep away the
police escorts from the vehicle carrying workers’ salaries that day. For some reason, he failed to do so. And the
policeman shot at our boys. The boys responded and shot and killed him and the Security Company guards. The
boys got the money alright.
But the killing was contrary to our agreement with the Police. We had to pay. The Police won’t stand any of
their men being killed. They took all the money from us and then they went after the boys. We said no. The boys
had acted on orders. We volunteered to take their place. The Police took us in and made a lot of public noises
about it. The boys, I know, will make their decisions later. I don’t know what will happen to the Superintendent of
Police. But he’ll have to look to himself. So, if that is any comfort to you, you may rest in the knowledge that I
spilt no blood. No, I wouldn’t. Nor have I kept the loot. Somehow, whatever we took from people—the rich ones
—always was shared by the gang who were almost always on the bread line. Sazan, Jimba, and I are not wealthy.
Many will therefore accuse us of recklessness, or of being careless with our lives. And well they might. I think
I speak for my sleeping comrades when I say we went into our career because we didn’t see any basic difference
between what we were doing and what most others are doing throughout the land today. In every facet of our lives
—in politics, in commerce, and in the professions—robbery is the baseline. And it’s been so from time
immemorial. In the early days, our forebears sold their kinsmen into slavery for minor items such as beads,
mirrors, alcohol, and tobacco. These days, the tune is the same, only the articles have changed into cars, transistor
radios, and bank accounts. Nothing else has changed, and nothing will change in the foreseeable future.. But that’s
the problem of those of you who will live beyond tomorrow, Zole.
The cock crows now and I know dawn is about to break. I’m not speaking figuratively. In the cell here, the
darkness is still all-pervasive, except for the flickering light of the candle by which I write. Sazan and Jimba
remain fast asleep. So is the prison guard. He sleeps all night and is no trouble to us. We could, if we wanted,
escape from here, so lax are the guards. But we consider that unnecessary, as what is going to happen later this
morning is welcome relief from burdens too heavy to bear. It’s the guard and you the living who are in prison, the
ultimate prison from which you cannot escape because you do not know that you are incarcerated. Your happiness
is the happiness of ignorance and your ignorance is it that keeps you in the prison, which is your life. As this night
dissolves into day, Sazan, Jimba, and I shall be free. Sazan and Jimba will have left nothing behind. I shall leave
at least this letter, which, please, keep for posterity.
Zole, do I rant? Do I pour out myself to you in bitter tones? Do not lay it to the fact that I’m about to be shot
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by firing squad. On second thoughts, you could, you know. After all, seeing death so clearly before me might
possibly have made me more perspicacious? And yet, I’ve always seen these things clearly in my mind’s eye. I
never did speak about them, never discussed them. I preferred to let them weigh me down. See?
So, then, in a few hours we shall be called out. We shall clamber with others into the miserable lorry which
they still call the Black Maria. Notice how everything miserable is associated with us. Black Sheep. Black Maria.
Black Death. Black Leg. The Black Hole of Calcutta. The Black Maria will take us to the Beach or to the
Stadium. I bet it will be the Stadium. I’d prefer the Beach. So at least to see the ocean once more. For I’ve still
this fond regard for the sea which dates from my time in the Merchant Navy. I love its wide expanse, its
anonymity, its strength, its unfathomable depth. And maybe after shooting us, they might decide to throw our
bodies into the ocean. We’d then be eaten up by sharks which would in turn be caught by Japanese and Russian
fishermen, be refrigerated, packaged in cartons and sold to Indian merchants and then for a handsome profit to our
people. That way, I’d have helped keep people alive a bit longer. But they won’t do us that favor. I’m sure they’ll
take us to the Stadium. To provide a true spectacle for the fun-loving unemployed. To keep them out of trouble. To
keep them from thinking. To keep them laughing. And dancing.
We’ll be there in the dirty clothes which we now wear. We’ve not had any of our things washed this past
month. They will tie us to the stakes, as though that were necessary. For even if we were minded to escape,
where’d we run to? I expect they’ll also want to blindfold us. Sazan and Jimba have said they’ll not allow
themselves to be blindfolded. I agree with them. I should want to see my executors, stare the nozzles of their guns
bravely in the face, see the open sky, the sun, daylight. See and hear my countrymen as they cheer us to our death.
To liberation and freedom.
The Stadium will fill to capacity. And many will not find a place. They will climb trees and hang about the
balconies of surrounding houses to get a clear view of us. To enjoy the free show. Cool.
And then the priest will come to us, either to pray or to ask if we have any last wishes. Sazan says he will ask
for a cigarette. I’m sure they’ll give it to him. I can see him puffing hard at it before the bullets cut him down. He
says he’s going to enjoy that cigarette more than anything he’s had in life. Jimba says he’ll maintain a sullen
silence as a mark of his contempt. I’m going to yell at the priest. I will say,
“Go to hell, you hypocrite, fornicator, and adulterer.”
I will yell at the top of my voice in the hope that the spectators will hear me. How I wish there’d be a
microphone that will reverberate through the Stadium, nay, through the country as a whole! Then the laugh should
be on the priest and those who sent him!
The priest will pray for our souls. But it’s not us he should be praying for. He should pray for the living, for
those whose lives are a daily torment. Between his prayer and when the shots ring out, there will be dead silence.
The silence of the graveyard. The transition between life and death. And it shall be seen that the distinction
between them both is narrow, as the neck of a calabash. The divide between us breathing like everyone else in the
Stadium and us as meat for worms is, oh, so slim, it makes life a walking death! But I should be glad to be rid of
the world, of a meaningless existence that grows more dreary by the day. I should miss Sazan and Jimba, though.
It’ll be a shame to see these elegant gentlemen cut down and destroyed. And I’ll miss you, too, my dear gitl.
But that will be of no consequence to the spectators. They will troop out of the Stadium, clamber down the
trees and the balconies of the houses, as though they’d just returned from another football match. They will march
to their ratholes on empty stomachs, with tales enough to fill a Saturday evening. Miserable wretches!
The men who shall have eased us out of life will then untie our bodies and dump them into a lorry and thence
to some open general grave. That must be a most distasteful task. I’d not do it for a million dollars. Yet some
miserable fellows will do it for a miserable salary at the end of the month. A salary which will not feed them and
their families till the next pay-day. A salary which they will have to augment with a bribe, if they are to keep body
and soul together. I say, I do feel sorry for them. See?
The newspapers will faithfully record the fact of our shooting. If they have space, they’ll probably carry a
photograph of us to garnish your breakfasts.
I remember once long ago reading in a newspaper of a man whose one request to the priest was that he be
buried along with his walking stick—his faithful companion over the years. He was pictured slumping in death,
devotedly clutching his beloved walking stick. True friendship, that.
Well, Zole, if ever you see such a photograph of me, make a cutting. Give it to a sculptor and ask him to make
a stone sculpture of me as I appear in the photograph. He must make as faithful a representation of me as possible.
I must be hard of feature and relentless in aspect. 1 have a small sum of money in the bank and have already
instructed the bank to pay it to you for the purpose of the sculpture I have spoken about. . .
Time is running out, Zole. Sazan and Jimba are awake now. And they’re surprised I haven’t slept all night.
Sazan says I ought at least to have done myself the favor of sound sleep on my last night on earth. I ask him if I’m
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not going to sleep soundly, eternally, in a few hours? This, I argue, should be our most wakeful night. Sazan
doesn’t appreciate that. Nor does Jimba. They stand up, yawn, stretch, and rub their eyes. Then they sit down,
crowding round me. They ask me to read out to them what I’ve written. I can’t do that, I tell them. It’s a love
letter. And they burst out laughing. A love letter! And at the point of death! Sazan says I’m gone crazy. Jimba says
he’s sure I’m afraid of death and looks hard and long at me to justify his suspicion. I say I’m neither crazy nor
afraid of death. I’m just telling my childhood girlfriend how I feel this special night. And sending her on an
important errand. Jimba says I never told them I had a girlfriend. I reply that she was not important before this
moment. I haven’t even seen her in ten years, I repeat. The really compelling need to write her is that on this very
special night, I have felt a need to be close to a living being, someone who can relate to others why we did what
we did in and out of court.
Sazan says he agrees completely with me. He says he too would like to write his thoughts down. Do I have
some paper to lend him? I say no. Besides, time is up. Day has dawned and I haven’t even finished my letter. Do
they mind leaving me to myself for a few minutes? I’d very much like to end the letter, envelope it and pass it on
to the prison guard before he rouses himself fully from sleep and remembers to assume his official, harsh role.
They’re nice chaps, are Jimba and Sazan. Sazan says to tell my girl not to bear any children because it’s
pointless bringing new life into the harsh life of her world. Jimba says to ask my girl to shed him a tear if she can
so honor a complete stranger. They both chuckle and withdraw to a corner of the cell and I’m left alone to end my
letter.
Now, I was telling you about my statue. My corpse will not be available to you. You will make a grave for me,
nonetheless. And place the statue on the gravestone. And now I come to what I consider the most important part
of this letter. My epitaph.
I have thought a lot about it, you know. Really. What d’you say about a robber shot in a stadium before a
cheering crowd? That he was a good man who strayed? That he deserved his end? That he was a scallywag? A
ragamuffin? A murderer whose punishment was not heavy enough?
“Here lies X who was shot in public by firing squad for robbing a van and shooting the guards in broad
daylight. He serves as an example to all thieves and would-be thieves!”
Who’d care for such an epitaph? They’d probably think it was a joke. No. That wouldn’t carry. I’ll settle for
something different. Something plain and commonsensical. Or something truly cryptic and worthy of a man shot
by choice in public by firing squad.
Not that I care. To die the way I’m going to die in the next hour or two is really nothing to worry about. I’m in
excellent company. I should find myself recorded in the annals of our history. A history of violence, of murder, of
disregard for life. Pleasure in inflicting pain—sadism. Is that the word for it? It’s a wotld I should be pleased to
leave. But not without an epitaph.
I recall, many years ago as a young child, reading in a newspaper of an African leader who stood on the grave
of a dead lieutenant and through his tears said:
“Africa kills her sons.”
I don’t know what he meant by that, and though I’ve thought about it long enough, I’ve not been able to
unravel the full mystery of those words. Now, today, this moment, they come flooding back to me. And I want to
borrow from him. I’d like you to put this on my gravestone, as my epitaph:
“Africa Kills Her Sun.”
A good epitaph, eh? Cryptic. Definite. A stroke of genius, I should say. I’m sure you’ll agree with me.
“Africa Kills Her Sun!” That’s why she’s been described as the Dark Continent? Yes?
So, now, dear girl, I’m done. My heart is light as the daylight which seeps stealthily into our dark cell. I hear
the prison guard jangle his keys, put them into the keyhole. Soon he’ll turn it and call us out. Our time is up. My
time here expires and I must send you all my love. Good-bye.
Yours forever, Bana
2
The Second World War had just ended and there was freedom in the air.
The Dukana people, so long held in bondage and long in search of their independence, finally found
opportunity to manage their local affairs. An Assistant District Officer (A.D.O.) was posted to superintend the
affairs of the new district. His duty was to create what was called a “Native Authority” which would administer
justice through a system of Customary Courts, collect taxes, build one or two schools and maternity homes and
maintain law and order.
The A.D.O., a man who had fought as a Sergeant in the Royal West African Frontier Force in Burma, soon
arrived to take up his position. He was a hardy man, none of your Oxbridge men, of course, but a typical
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expatriate, dedicated to establishing the Pax Brittanica and loyal to his King and country. He had a clear brief
from his superior, the District Officer, and he applied himself zealously to that brief.
Thus, before long, a government post had been established on fallow farmland on top of a hill, beside a
sluggish stream flowing between the stems of raffia palms. Before long, too, a number of village heads had been
assembled and constituted into a Council—The Native Authority Council. These Chiefs—that was the appellation
given them—quickly established their pre-eminence in Dukana country, for they did not only have the ear of the
A.D.O., they were in charge of tax collection, of communal labor; they judged the cases in the Customary Courts
and they also had a say in who was employed by the Council.
It is to be understood that they were not final arbiters. That power belonged to the A.D.O., John Milton, no
relation of the great bard, of course. But the Chiefs became a power. John Milton had, with due sense of hierarchy,
established tiers for these Chiefs, the most important being the “Keyholders” who were one step above all others.
Close upon the heels of the Chiefs came a rallying cry: all sons of Dukana had to return home to serve their
dear native land. There were not many of them abroad and about, but when duty calls, the brave must answer.
Thus did it happen that a battery of formidable men soon turned up to help establish the Native Administration.
The most pre-eminent among them was the Native Authority Treasurer, who was so grand that no one dared call
him by his name. Everyone called him the N.AT. He was in charge of tax collection and the disbursement of
funds. He paid salaries and allowances at the end of the month; he helped prepare the budget; and he kept the
accounts of the Authority. He was a jet-black, solid man of portly bearing who carried in his gait the mark of great
authority. He carried a load of hair on his head and the steel in his eyes served as a deterrent to aberrant men. But
for the slight limp in his right leg, he might have been a perfect man.
He made up for this by having a keen sense of responsibility. When he was in his element, when confronted
with duty, he was unrelenting, dogmatic. He was directly responsible to John Milton, the A.D.O., had his ear and
ready access to him at all times of the day. Deservingly so because he was a good man. He was honest, he was
strict. He was, in fact, sent by the District Officer himself who transferred him on promotion to his new post with
word to John that he was absolutely reliable. He was one of the very few Dukana natives who had acquired a fair
education, the Cambridge Matriculation, and had worked for some time, receiving on-the-job training in bookkeeping, store-keeping and rudimentary accounts, including the reading of balance sheets. He was familiar with
General Orders (G.O.) and Financial Instructions (F.I.).
Below this formidable man was a denizen of other formidable and sagacious men—court clerks, court
messengers, market masters, tax clerks, and the interpreter who, god-like, stood between John Milton and the
community, determining what John heard or did not hear, said or did not say. These men, we repeat, were
formidable men: each in his particular area held the power of life and death, almost, over the rest of the
community. It did not matter that they could barely read and write; somehow, they made up for their deficiencies.
As for instance, the messenger who, armed with three warrants to serve in three different villages, put one warrant
in his shirt pocket, the second in his right trouser pocket, and the third in his left trouser pocket. Each pocket
became a village in the mind of the messenger, and as he rode on his cranky bicycle to fulfill his official duties,
made a happy song with fair accompaniment, beating his breast, his left and right thighs, and repeating the
appropriate village name. The song and the man have since gone into popular lore.
These men will remain anonymous, for the moment. Because the most important thing is that within a short
time, the government post was functioning efficiently. Taxes were being collected, a school had been opened,
roads had been cut and a market established. In effect, civilization had begun to see the light of day. Its proud
harbingers had the right to congratulate themselves and take a deserved rest.
However, before this rest is noted, let it be said that around the proud officials of the Station had gathered other
men who ministered to the needs of the former. They were mostly washermen, traders, laborers and such like who
gradually formed a community, apart from the officials, yet a part of the Station. The community was one, only
there was a pecking order. If you took away John Milton, the NAT was the next in the order. If anyone was in
doubt, it became apparent when John went on leave and appointed the Treasurer, in writing, to take charge of the
Station. This impressed the officials of the Station highly. Its effect was not lost on the general populace such as it
was. John had noted this, even as he prepared to go on leave.
His leave was well-deserved: he had toiled endlessly for two years and more, filing monthly progress-reports
which were highly commended at headquarters. He was rewarded with a three-month leave which he decided to
spend in good old England. It was not England he looked forward to. He preferred the journey by sea to England
itself. For it is well and truly said that it is better to travel than to arrive. John had neither home nor family in
England. He was going to live in a caravan when he arrived in his beloved country.
Travel he did. He arrived too. The caravan site held a surprise for him in the person of the entrancing Alice, a
young woman born to a respectable middle-class family; she had incurred the wrath of her family by opting for an
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acting career instead of going to University. To cut a long story short, Alice agreed to go to darkest Africa as
John’s wife. This unexpected boon John received with equanimity as he had taken the posting to the Dukana
Native Authority.
He hid nothing from his elegant wife, honestly painting to her what life at the backwoods Station that was his
Empire looked like. Alice declared herself enamored of the most unattractive details of life at the Station, the most
pertinent point for her being that there were no parents to inveigh against her predilections there. Thus did John
return to his duty post happily married.
He found on his return that the Native Authority had been run much as he would have administered it had he
been there for the three months. This owed itself, of course, to the fact that he had handed over the Station to the
Treasurer, a good man, an efficient man, a discreet man. And life should have gone on as usual for him and for
everyone else if Alice had not, on the third night after their arrival, taken an absolute and thorough dislike to the
mosquitoes, to the Station, to her newly-wedded husband, in short, to her new station.
She took it out on poor, bemused John who did not quite know how to handle the distressed lady’s tantrums.
Try as he would, she refused to be pacified. She said to the hearing of the mosquitoes that she wanted to return to
dear old England. She finally calmed down after John had promised that he would arrange speedily for her return
home. As she calmed down, so did John’s agitation begin. Before breakfast, during breakfast, as he departed for
the office and when he finally arrived there.
No one could remember when last the Assistant District Officer had been in such a troubled mood. He took it
out on the accounts books, which he inspected with absolute thoroughness. He found that tax collection had fallen
a little behind during his absence. He would normally have drawn the Treasurer’s attention to it and urged him to
redouble his efforts to achieve the planned target. That is, if the Alice factor had not been present. But with Alice’s
voice in his ear, with her tantrums choking his very throat, the laxity of the Treasurer assumed calamitous
dimensions and he ordered the miserable man to ensure that he made up for his lag as soon as possible.
The Treasurer was conceivably distressed; no one had ever laid a charge of dereliction at his door and he was
extremely proud of his record of service. He did not plan to have it sullied for any reasons whatsoever. He left the
Assistant District Officer’s office determined to excel himself.
*
Here we must break the story to reminisce how the arrival of a woman in the Station was the beginning of
trouble, just as in the days when man first arrived in Paradise.
It is not that women were not in the Station. They were there, as anonymous adjuncts to their eminent
husbands for whom they fetched and drew. Some households held two or three wives, but nothing was ever heard
of them as they lived under the firm thumbs of their lords and masters. The leading citizen, the Treasurer, was
probably the only man who had just one wife living with him—the other being tucked away in a village far from
the Station; he would not allow himself to suffer that disease known in the Station as “woman trouble”.
The NAT was a careful man, honorable, proud and discreet. He did not entertain evidence of “woman trouble”
in the Station, either. Where it showed up, or threatened to show up, he was sure to cast a disapproving eye, a
word of advice, the hint of a threat which was never lost on his colleagues and subordinates and which had the
desired effect sooner than later. This happy, idyllic situation had now been shattered by Alice’s arrival in this
wonder of British colonialism in the dying days of the great Empire. That was the heart of the matter.
That heart having nothing whatsoever to do with John and Alice, we shall leave the couple to their matrimonial
problems—who doesn’t have them?—and proceed to see what happened to the Native Authority Treasurer as he
labored to wipe the minor blemish that had stained his hitherto impeccable record.
*
The NAT descended on the Station and the community which gravitated around it with the energy and aplomb
of a man trained in the best traditions of the colonial service. He summoned his lieutenants and gave them
appropriate instructions, pored over one or two books containing names and figures, and in no time identified the
sources of the lag in tax collection. Some “headmen” had not made their returns.
These headmen were not exactly cannibals or head-hunters but often behaved as such. They gave the
impression that tax payment was the most important thing in the world and that whoever did not perform so
necessary a task was bound to incur not only the wrath of God but, more importantly, the signal punishment of the
A.D.O. who was next to God, if he was not God Himself.
That they had put this construction on tax payment was not surprising; headmen were entitled to a percentage
of all taxes collected. And who was to blame anyone if between the payment by the taxpayer and the returns to the
Treasury, a few coins ended up, temporarily, you understand, paying the bills of the headmen? Who was to blame?
Even the best men had cash flow problems. Headmen were often the best men in the villages and hamlets around
the Station.
408

The headman, among the assortment of traders, artisans, laborers and farmers who administered to the minimal
needs of the Station, was a washerman. Everyone called him “Washerman” or “Wash”. He loved the name. For he
was a good washerman and took great pride in the creases he lovingly created in the starched khaki of the Court
Messengers, the shirts of the Treasurer, the shorts of the Court Clerk and the trousers of the Market Master. He
was, by all accounts, a phenomenal man. He dyed and stretched his hair, which was a wonder, and he wore clean
clothes, another wonder. It was no surprise that he had a reputation as a “ladies man”. That reputation had
garnered him several wives and even more concubines. His harem consisted of young and old women, and earned
him the envy of other men.
The NAT, a perspicacious man if there was one, noting the care with which the washerman performed his duty,
promptly made him a headman. He fulfilled his functions assiduously and to the entire satisfaction of the man
who had appointed him.
Everything went well for the washerman until John Milton went on leave. He fell in love with a young,
spirited, fair-complexioned woman whom he chanced upon in the local market one day. She drove him to
distraction and he decided to make her his wife. The decision was to cost him dearly, as inquiries indicated that if
he was to marry her, he would have to practically go into debt. But the young lady’s figure, the gap between her
front teeth, her straight legs, her vivacity, her soft voice and his estimation of himself as a handsome, elegant man
whom no woman dare refuse, dictated that he incur whatever debt to satisfy his desires. He emptied his purse,
exhausted his meager savings and, against his usual habit, dipped into the tax he had collected but had not paid
into the Treasury. And he married his fifth wife.
The A.D.O. returned to the Station a week after the young woman moved into the washerman’s household and
began to display her marvelous pleasures to the love-besotted man. He lived in bliss for a fortnight before his new
life was intruded upon by knocks on his door. The Native Authority Treasurer had come calling.
The washerman was in his sitting-room with his new bride. She was lightly dressed, barely covering her
breasts with a loose loin-cloth. He sat opposite her, taking the temptation of her erect nipples beneath the loincloth with hungry eyes. It was this sight which met the Native Authority Treasurer’s eyes when he barged urgently
into the room. He could hardly take his eyes away from the young woman but quickly regaining control of
himself and reminding himself of the important nature of his visit, turned to the washerman and addressed him in
an official voice.
“You haven’t made returns of the tax collection for this year,” he announced.
“No,” replied the washerman.
“Why not?”
The washerman kept silent. The Treasurer stared from the man to the young woman. Her breasts gave him a
kick in the groin.
“You should have paid the breasts a month ago,” he said.
“I don’t understand,” replied the washerman.
“I mean, the tax. You should have paid your collection to the Treasury a month ago.”
“I know that.”
“Why haven’t you paid?”
The washerman coughed and looked at his bride. The Treasurer followed the direction of his host’s eyes, and
received another kick in the groin.
“I will pay,” the washerman said after a while, a forlorn look in his eyes.
“You have to pay the breasts … I mean, tax … immediately. It’s urgent.”
“I understand.”
“So are you going to come to the office tomorrow to pay?”
“I hope so.”
“How much money have you collected?”
“I’m not quite sure. I will have to count the money.”
“I could help you count it right away. I want to know how much you intend to pay tomorrow.”
“It’s not worth your trouble. I’ll come into the office tomorrow.”
“I’ll be waiting. Be sure to come.”
The washerman said “I will,” unconvincingly. They parted on that note, but not before the Treasurer had taken
a final, lingering look at the young woman. She smiled him a sweet good-bye and he noticed the gap between her
teeth. He walked out of the house a little unsteadily.
The rest of that day, the washerman had no rest. He scoured the Station in search of a loan. None was
forthcoming. He went to his village where his other wives lived and begged and bullied money from them. What
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he got did not meet a tenth of the amount he was supposed to return to the Treasury. He failed to keep his
appointment with the Treasurer the following day, and the day after that and the third day.
The Treasurer waited in vain on the appointed day. The second and third days he spent outside of his office
meeting other defaulting headmen. As it was not usual for the Treasurer himself to go out in search of headmen,
those he encountered hurriedly paid up what they owed at sight of him. By the end of the third day, he had
collected enough money to acquit himself creditably before John Milton.
Back in his office, the NAT kept asking his subordinates if the washer man had turned up to pay in the taxes he
had collected. He had not. The Treasurer was wont to lose his temper, but each time he thought of the washerman,
the image which formed in his mind was not that of a man with dyed, stretched hair but of a young woman with a
pretty face, a seductive gap between the teeth, and breasts sharp enough to give him a kick in the groin. The
Treasurer groaned.
The groan called forth the washerman from wherever he had been hiding. He materialized in the office of the
Treasurer just as the latter had made up his mind to go after him or his … well, never mind. The washerman’s
teeth clattered in his head. The Treasurer’s lips trembled strangely. The washerman feared to utter the words that
were on his lips; the Treasurer dreaded to ask the question which tormented him.
The sun was high up in the sky. Not a wind blew. You could cut the humid atmosphere with a knife. But
suddenly, from nowhere came a fragrant fresh wind which revived both men and drew smiles to their faces. The
Treasurer surprised himself with a smile and a hand extended to the man who, he knew, had misused the tax he
had been commissioned to collect. The surprised washerman took the Treasurer’s extended hand in both of his
and bowed gently.
“You didn’t keep our appointment,” chastised the Treasurer.
“I couldn’t. I was busy.”
“Looking for the money?”
“Yes,” the washerman sighed.
“Did you find it?” The washerman shook his head mournfully.
“You used it in marrying the young woman.”
The washerman nodded several times. The hair on his head stretched towards the roof of the house, there being
no ceiling between the top of the blockwork and the corrugated iron sheets.
“A very beautiful girl,” smiled the Treasurer.
The washerman nodded several times. The hair on his head grew shorter.
“You have been enjoying yourself, man,” bantered the Treasurer.
The washerman had never associated the Treasurer with this manner of speech. Maybe there was a catch in the
very words? He took precaution; it was not safe to agree with the Treasurer. He might hang himself if he fell for
the long rope.
“You have been enjoying yourself, man,” repeated the Treasurer as he dug gently into the washerman’s sides
with a clenched fist.
The washerman winced playfully. The Treasurer’s fist had touched him in a particularly sensitive part of his
stomach, that part which savors the joys of a new, young love.
“But what about the tax? What do I tell the A.D.O. when he asks? How do I sort out this mess, this tangle
which threatens to bury my reputation and my career? How do I sort it out while you lie in your happy bed with
your happy bride?”
“I will pay,” replied the washerman. “I will.”
“I know you will. But what do I do if the A.D.O. calls for the books this minute, tomorrow or the day after?
Shall I tell him you have promised to pay? Will he accept your promise while you enjoy yourself in your happy
bed with your happy bride?”
“I will pay,” swore the washerman. “I will.”
“Of course, you will. Even if we have to send you to jail. Misappropriating government money is a criminal
offence, you know. While you are in jail, will you enjoy yourself in your happy bed with your happy bride?”
The message sank home in the way it was meant to. The washerman was a man of the world, as was the NAT.
Problems exist to be solved. With maturity and tact. Money need not stand between two friends, even if one was
the NAT and the other his appointed washerman and headman. What was the point arguing over such little
matters? There would always be a surfeit of beautiful women in the town. Did not the popular song say:
As herrings in the sea
So women all o’er town
When there’s money in town
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There’s trouble at its heel.

Women. Money. Taxes. Trouble. Women. Money. Taxes. Trouble. Wise men knew how to swap the one for the
other and leave the world a better place. After all, what is life but the solving of problems from birth to death?
So it was that the NAT and the washerman parted company in the best spirits. They had become very good
friends in a matter of minutes. Washerman went out of the office whistling to himself. The way back to his house
was wider than the track which had led him to the Treasurer’s office. The Treasurer himself was equally happy.
He pulled a certain fat volume from a shelf and deleted certain figures here and there, totaled the figures and felt
better. He knocked off earlier than usual, indeed as soon as he saw John Milton close for the day.
It was barely possible that the A.D.O. and the NAT shared similar problems that day. The solutions which they
found must have been markedly different, though. There being no similarity, we must let John be and follow the
NAT to his house.
No sooner did he arrive home than he called his wife and informed her that she would have to leave for the
village that same day. The hapless woman obeyed without a word. She packed up her belongings, strapped up her
youngest child to her back and went off. The Treasurer had his lunch, skipped his usual siesta and sat in his
lounge chair, shaking his legs and feet, a sure sign that he was expecting something extraordinary. That same
thing was being prepared at that very moment by washerman who, arriving home in the best of spirits, took his
bride in his arms and informed her that he was about to send her on a most important errand.
“Are you coming with me?” she asked coyly.
“No,” he answered.
“Is it far away?”
“No.”
“Will I be away for long?”
“No.”
Her husband did not appear to be very forthcoming. And yet he did not look unhappy. She looked up into his
eyes and asked if there was anything the matter.
“Nothing.”
“Am I not a good wife?”
“You are. That’s why I’m sending you on this very important errand. I need someone I can trust. So, dress up
in your best clothes. Wear those lovely beads which I love so much and you’ll be on your way.”
She wore the beads, applied mascara to her eyes, a little bit of powder to her face and declared herself ready.
“Take a few of your clothes,” he encouraged her. She did so, and when Washerman judged that his wife was
ready, he asked her to go to the house of the Treasurer.
“The man who called here a few days ago?”
“Yes,” replied the washerman.
“The big man?”
“Yes.”
“What shall I do there?”
“Just wait for me. I’ll join you later.”
“Don’t keep me waiting too long,” she implored him.
“I won’t,” he promised. “And please do all you can to help the Treasurer. You know he is a big man. He cannot
do everything for himself.”
It was a tender parting, punctuated by bottom-pinching and hoots of delight. He saw her off some of the way
and, pointing in the direction she was to go, returned to his house, though not without a last lingering look at her
retreating back. He could not fail to notice the way the beads around her waist bulged beneath her loin cloth,
lending her an allurement at once delightful and tantalizing. It was with difficulty he restrained himself from
running after her. To keep temptation away, he turned round abruptly and walked away without looking back and
arriving home, sent word to the village for his fourth wife.
“The washerman’s fifth wife soon arrived at her destination. The Station was not far from the washerman’s
house and she was none the worse for the journey. The Treasurer was waiting for her when she appeared at his
front door. He jumped up nimbly from his seat and offered her a welcome which confused the young woman. As
to what actually transpired, not much shall be said. Because the NAT, an important man, deserved to keep his
secrets. But be it noted that the NAT had sent away his wife and was alone with his servants and dependants. He
was used to having a woman warm his bath, scratch his back and whisper soothing words of comfort into his ears.
Now, there was available in the house a luscious, young woman quite capable of fulfilling these important
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functions. We shall not say if she was willing or able to fulfill them. What is well known is that she remained in
the house for the first seven days.
The NAT did not ever allow her to walk through the front door. He was a discreet man and did not want
scandal in the Station. Nor a hint of scandal. So she was consigned to the NAT’s own bedroom where all her
desires were ministered to.
The NAT saw to it that she had everything she wanted, and more. He made it a point of duty to visit her twice
during office hours. Oh, he was a solicitous man! And knew how to take good care of a woman.
*
In a small Station rumors tend to fly pretty fast, and nothing can remain secret for long. The NAT had taken
every precaution to ensure that his captive bird did not fly away. He also kept his ears close to the ground, so he
might nip burgeoning rumors in the bud. Accordingly, he became a regular participant in the game of draughts
which the great men of the Station played every afternoon under the frangipani tree in front of his house.
Hitherto, he had stood beyond playing draughts with his subordinates. He neither heard nor noticed anything
which might suggest that his integrity was in question.
On a Friday afternoon, however, the bubble did burst. And it could not have happened in a more unlikely
manner. The Court Clerk and one of the messengers were on the draughts board. Since there was no table, it was
usual for each player to carry one end of the board on his thighs. The others, including the NAT, sat on chairs
around the players. No one can explain exactly how it arose; indeed there was no reason whatsoever for the
statement because what was at issue was who would win the game—the Court Messenger or the Court Clerk.
When suddenly, therefore, the NAT said in a low voice “These beads are good for women-o!” there was absolute
consternation. The players dropped the draught-board, the seeds falling about in the sand. One or two others
coughed noisily. Everyone looked for a moment at the Treasurer.
In another minute or so, law and order had been restored. The NAT looked a bit sheepish, really; it was all past
embarrassment. Although a few more games were played, the session ended earlier than usual.
From that afternoon onwards, the NAT became the subject of discussion in the Station. It soon became clear
that he was not really the paragon he had made himself out to be. He was subject to “woman trouble” like
everyone else in the Station. This pleased the men beyond description. It was surely nice to know that the NAT
was as human as the rest of them. As to who was wearing the beads the NAT had so thoughtfully commended,
word soon passed round of the goddess of beauty and seduction who was hidden away in the Treasurer’s
bedroom. Fanciful stories were woven around her and she soon became a legend in the Station.
One month had passed since the washerman’s wife became part of the NAT’s household. In that month, the
washerman had gone about his chores as usual, collecting dirty clothes on Fridays and returning them on the
Sunday. So closely was the secret between him and the NAT kept that no one suspected for a moment that the
bead-wearing goddess in the NAT’s bedroom was the washerman’s wife.
True, Washerman had seen his wife each week when he stopped by at the Treasurer’s. They had not spoken to
each other, as the Treasurer, big man, was always present. It did not matter. A gentleman’s agreement was a
gentleman’s agreement.
On that last Friday of the month, Washerman called as usual to collect the laundry. The Treasurer had gone off
to his village for the weekend, leaving behind a bundle of dirty clothes. Washerman picked it up. The goddess
sallied forth to warn him that the big man had traveled and would not be available until Sunday. Welcome
information this was, and man and wife made arrangements to profit by the NAT’s absence. She saw him off to
the door, waved him good-bye with a wifely smile and withdrew indoors.
This scene was witnessed by those playing draughts under the frangipani tree and who, for the first time, had a
proper view of the bead-wearing goddess. Her beauty had a superlative effect on the men. And more. The notion
that the recent acquisition of the Treasurer, their boss, should be bestowing her graces and her smiles on a mere
washerman infuriated them. It impugned their authority, challenged their manhood but, more trenchantly, showed
up the perfidy, the infidelity of all women. Her man, the Treasurer, had not been away for more than one hour or
two and she was already striking up a relationship with a washerman! A washerman was a washerman, no matter
how well-dyed and stretched his hair might be.
“You bet they’ve struck an appointment,” said one.
“Won’t be surprised if he meets her tonight when they reckon we’re all asleep.”
“See why no woman should be trusted?” opined a third. “No sooner has a great man like the Treasurer turned
his back than she’s gone groveling in the dust, for what I don’t know.”
“What else could she want? The NAT is rich and powerful. And you know what attention he’s lavished on her
—to the point of praising her beads to all of us!”
“Women are no use. Don’t treat them decently. Be hard on them and they’ll do everything you want.”
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A decision was taken to keep an eye on the washerman and the NAT’s goddess. The strategy was mapped out
clinically.
*
It was just another evening at the Station. The sun glowed a golden color as it slowly dipped into the western
sky. From the east, darkness descended in a black blanket drawn across the face of the skies. With the darkness
came, as a silhouette, the spare figure of Washerman gently strolling like a doomed animal towards the NAT’s
house and into the well-laid-out net that had been spread to ensnare him.
A gentle tap at the door was all he needed to gain entry. Within minutes, the great pent-up force which had
hidden within him for over a month would unleash itself like grand waves breaking upon a solitary shore.
Alas, alas, this was not to be! For the proud men of the Station, in consonance with their earlier agreement,
baring their fangs like predatory animals, silently closed in upon their prey from several directions. There were
loud knocks on the rickety door of the Treasurer’s house. The knocks grew even more threatening as the door
stayed bolted down.
Meanwhile, in the room, Washerman and his wife pricked their ears and, sensing danger, whispered softly to
each other, put out the hurricane lamp which lit the room, and sought refuge under the bed.
“Come out! Come out! I say, come out! Woman thief! Unfaithful woman! Eve! Prostitute! Sinner! Come out!”
A babel of fury and shouts, as of an army on a final, ferocious charge, snapped the serenity of the night. They
burst into the room, ransacked it, swooped on their quarry, and hurried them from the bedroom into the small
parlor. They lit the hurricane lamp to have a good view of the faces of the sinners. An uneasy silence prevailed for
a moment as pairs of eyes were fixed on the man and woman. Then without further ado, they ordered the
washerman out, threatening him with a full report to the Treasurer. He swaggered out into the darkness with a
careless laugh.
Then the goddess raised a hue and cry, demanding to be allowed to leave with her husband. The last word did
not make an impression on the men who had formed a ring round her, struck by her great beauty even as they
silently condemned her lasciviousness and betrayal.
“My husband! My husband! I want to go with my husband!” shrieked the nymph as she made to leave the
room.
And now there was genuine consternation on the faces of the warriors as the import of her words sank into
their subconscious. But before they could recover, she had rushed out of the room into the deepening night and
was seen no more.
The men shrugged their shoulders and sauntered out of the room one after the other, unsure what to do next.
The NAT returned after the weekend and heard the story of what had happened. He did not complain, did not
explain, did not reprimand. He uttered not a word.
When a man in authority keeps gloomily silent, there is need for circumspection. His subordinates who had
invaded his privacy had cause to worry, and did worry.
But they need not have worried. For the relationship between the washerman and the NAT did not change.
Indeed, a genuine friendship blossomed between them from that time onwards. In later years, whenever the
subject arose, the washerman was heard to say,
“I only lent her to the Treasurer for some time. He refused to return her to me after three weeks.” To which the
young woman, now a mother of three, would add, laughing,
“Better to stay at the Treasurer’s than have your dear husband go to jail for misappropriating the tax money.”
2.72 To Lagos With Hope\fn{by Arthur Agwuncha Nwankwo (1942-

)}

Ajali, Anambra State, Nigeria (M) 7

The taxi tore towards the evening sun, greedily devouring an inexhaustible midstrip of the black tarmac. Gusts
of air sizzled angrily past the windows as the car speed on.
The man sharing the back seat with me and who had slept most of the journey, nodded frequently in
consonance with the erratic change in the state of motion of the car. Occasionally, loose parts of his large gown
flapped complaining in the rushing wind. Suddenly a very narrow bridge rushed towards us. On it was a truck
with just enough room to squeeze itself through. The driver of our taxi swerved to the side with screaming brakes
and screeching tires. Everybody jerked forward. My sleeping neighbor fell on me.
“Shorry,” he apologized.
“Never mind,” I replied reassuringly.
Somebody said, “Bloody death traps, these bridges,”
Another grunted in assent.
“Dis awa quontry, na waa,” complained my neighbor.
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I said nothing.
My neighbor turned to me.
“You be Ibo?”
“Yes,” I answered.
“You get am business for Lagos?”
“Yes.”
“Which kind business?”
“General contractor.”
“You get am haoos for Lagos.”
“Yes, before the war.”
“Which side?”
“Apapa.”
“Ah-h!” His eyes sparkled with admiration. “Akpakpa! Moany de here.”
“But, perhaps, they have destroyed it during the war.”
“Babu,” he said vehemently. “Your haoos go dey.”
“I hope so.”
He looked at me.
“Du Allah, but you young to get money,” he declared.
“I—I began early,” I stammered.
“Ibo and business!” he exclaimed. “Me, “ begin business during dis war.”
“But you do well,” I commended.
“Thank Allah.” he said simply. “How many motto you get?”
“Five.”
The question and answer went on. In the end I had told packs of lies. In fact I wasn’t a businessman. But once
the first lie slipped off, I had to keep it up. And to Alhadji Hadija (for that turned out to be my new friend’s name)
I was a big businessman who had come to resume his interrupted business after war. I was to lodge at the
Bristol Hotel while my visit to Lagos lasted. The cost didn’t mean a jot to my heavy coffers. Lies!
As we flashed through Ikeja I began to think over my position. Somewhere in the depths of my clothes were a
ten shilling note and two one shilling coins—the only money I had in the world; accepted money, that is.
As soon as the war ended I had hiked the seventy miles distance from my home to Enugu where I sold my
transistor radio—the only valuable property that survived the war with me. It gave me six pounds. I bought a bag
of salt for my mother. (As an aside, having lived two years of the war without salt, you will appreciate my telling
you that when I first went in to a mammy market in Enugu for a meal, I thought the woman was screwy when she
brought me a full plate of salt to help myself as I wished.)
If I may continue, other minor expenditure plus the three pounds fare from Asaba to Lagos brought my coffers
to its present state. I wasn’t unduly worried for I was certain that with Danny in Lagos I was all right. Danny
Nwosu was a school mate of mine years back at Onitsha. We had been very good friends. When hostilities
broke out he had stayed back in Lagos, changing his surname to Owusu and claiming Ghanaian nationality.
Whether he spoke any language of that West African country is not known. But somehow he pulled through. He
had alwaysbeen a slippery fellow anyhow.
He had written me a letter soon after the war, profuse with sympathy for our suffering and laden with promises
of what he could do for me if only I would give the green light. When I got the letter I couldn’t wait to flash the
green light from the distance. I decided to take it to him.
I wrote a letter telling him I was coming immediately, gave it a two days start and followed suit. So now I was
in Lagos with twelve shillings; I knew Danny must be doing well and I would have no problems.
The taxi dropped me at Iddo motor park and without so much as a farewell to my Alhadji friend I rushed off
through the maze of dizzy traffic, to Danny’s Surulere address. I was beginning to regret telling the Alhadji so
much lies. But I dismissed this with the assurance that in a city like Lagos, the chances of my ever meeting him
again were one in a million.
At No.5 Bamidele Street, a party was obviously on. Crates of beer were hustled in and out, and gallons of it
flowed into gullets amidst a din of hearty laughters and booming James Brown pieces.
I told somebody at the door to call me Mr. Nwosu.
“Hmm?” he asked turning his ear nearer.
“Nwo … Wusu.”
“Wait, I go bring am.”
He disappeared into the crowd. The minutes later he reappeared.
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“E de come,” he informed me.
“Thank you.”
Fifteen minutes later, an anxious Danny pushed his way through the crowd and hurried towards the door. He
hadn’t changed any in the four years since I saw him last. He stood at the door peering into the comparatively dim
stairway. I walked up to the doorway and the light from the room shone on my face.
“Why … Bless my soul,” Danny uttered, “Is it Okey?”
“Sure,” I answered, “Just the old Okey, no other.”
I extended my hand but he didn’t take it immediately. For a moment he looked undecided and completely
embarrassed.
“You … you came,” he stammered.
I let my hand fall. I didn’t answer, not knowing whether that was a question or a statement. A solid wall of
uneasiness stood between us.
Presently he said: “Wait, I’m coming,” And scuttled back into the crowd. He was back half an hour later. He
took me through the wriggling mess of flesh and fun, into an inner room from which it appeared the eats and
drinks were being served. He gave me a seat at a corner and graciously offered me a bottle of beer.
I stuffed my little hand bag, my only luggage, under the seat and, settling down, did full and prompt justice to
that bottle of liquid gold. I gulped the last drop with some wistfulness and felt a gentle wave of elation surge into
me as the cold beer sank in. Acting on a momentary impulse I dropped the empty bottle and, adjusting my clothes,
opened the door and strolled into the riot of human merriment. The men were there but I just couldn’t notice them
The girls? Gosh! Micro mini skirts exposed brazenly seductive thighs. And the way they did “our things our own
way!”
I just gaped.
If you have been in the trench for thirty months doing nothing but sweating and starving you will congratulate
me for just gaping. However, about an hour later, shameless stares had given place to surreptitious glances. And
thereafter I was sufficiently charged by beer and the prevailing atmosphere of abandon to do my own thing their
own way …
People left quickly and soon I had to come to grips with the cold reality of my position. It was obvious that
Danny’s facade of success was a sham. In fact he didn’t have a house of his own but lived with a distant brotherin-law. He had a tiny room upstairs the only approach to which was the stairway from the sitting room downstairs.
We waited until everybody had gone and the master of the house had retired, and removing our shoes, tiptoed
up to the room. We undressed in the dark and went to bed.
In the morning I had to stay confined in the little room waiting for the master to drive off with his wife. When
he eventually did, Danny herded the children to a safe place and I sneaked out.
“I’ll take you to some friends,” he said when we were safely out. “You’ll be there while we look around for
accommodation for you.”
My new hosts were two young men about my age who shared a room together. They weren’t too happy to have
me but they were excited to hear I’d fought on the secessionist side. They regarded me with the awe due to a man
from Mars, and devoured my weird stories of shells, bullets, blood and death with the rapt and humble attention
of a repentant sinner at a Sunday School sermon.
Knowing it was the price I had to pay for my accommodation, I told my stories with as much rhetoric as I
could command, painting rapturous pictures of fantastic experiences—some true, some imagined. This was my
undoing, for instead of giving it in small doses, I succumbed to their constant demands and soon lost the rapt
attention I earlier commanded.
My stories did not last. Within three days whatever little enchantment they had remaining was outweighed by
the burden of accommodating me. My hosts, Tunde and Audu, soon began to sulk. They didn’t cook, so they
didn’t feed me. In the morning everybody got up and went his own way. I fed on my ten shillings going to the
ricketiest shants for the lowest costs and from which I usually emerged with wet eyes and running nose due to
highly peppered, Yoruba soups.
Money is exhaustible no matter the rate of reduction. More so when the amount in question is only ten
shillings. My money ran out quickly.
One evening when I returned, the room was charged thick with discontent. Audu was lying down in bed
pretending to be asleep. Tunde was sitting on the only chair in the room. I’d had a rough day trudging through the
whole length and breath of Lagos in search of something to hang on.
Nobody paid any attention to me at first. Suddenly Tunde turned and asked:
“How do you go on an attack?”
“It depends,” I answered vaguely wondering what he was up to.
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“On what?” he pursued.
“Many circumstances.”
“Such as.”
“Well, let’s say, you’re deployed here; and—“
“What do you mean, deployed?”
“Deployed? Why, its a military term.”
“What’s the meaning?”
“Oh, deploy the men—your men, I mean … put your men to use in specific places.”
“Do you mean, employ?”
“Employ? In a way … well … to some extent … not exactly.”
“I see,” said Tunde doubtfully.
“Go on,” pressed Audu.
“What was I saying?”
“Attack, how to attack.”
“Deploying the men,” amended Tunde.
I said: “I was saying, let’s say you deployed your men here. And the enemy is deployed there.”
“Wait a minute,” called Audu. “Let’s not confuse issues.” He stood up and took up an older newspaper. “Let’s
say your men are here. All right. And—”
“The enemy is there,” I put in as he deployed another newspaper.
“Now hold it,” implored Tunde. “Whom do you call the enemy.”
“The enemy?” I repeated.
“The people you’re fighting against.”
“You mean, your countrymen are your enemies.”
I didn’t answer. The quiet that followed was tense and awkward. Audu broke it.
“Come-on, Tunde—” he began.
“No! We have to trash this out now. Are we—”
“Look, Tnde—” Audu tried again. Tunde ignored him.
“Are we your enemies?” he queried.
“That was during the rebellion,” Audu reminded him pleadingly.
“Rebellion!” shouted Tunde. “Don’t you know what it cost us to crush it!”
“But it’s all over,” reasoned Audu. “We have to forgive and forget.”
“Forgive and forget,” sneered Tunde. “Forgive and forget … reconciliation … what a word after all the
trouble.”
I decided to say something here.
“Look Tunde, what brought all this about? The word enemy A fighting soldier has to kill the enemy.”
“Hear that again,” countered Tunde impatiently. “Hear him say that—”
“Listen to me,” I snapped. “To a fighting soldier, the enemy is faceless. He is neither black nor white; tall nor
short. He’s just the enemy who kills or gets killed. The larger identity of the battle opponent is not of immediate
importance to the man who does the shooting. The enemy is just the other party. I cannot tell you about the war
without talking about the enemy … even if we’ve turned out to be brothers. Let’s face facts; we were enemies
while it lasted We killed ourselves, didn’t we?”
Tunde emitted a mock yawn. He was definitely not impressed. “You’ll soon tell me Ojukwu forced you to eat,
forced you to breath, forced you to press the trigger, and so on. Right. Go ahead—say it!”
I said: “Do we have to go into that now? Aren’t we all tired of it all? Do we start apportioning blames now?”
“No, no, no,” objected Audu. “This no time to open old wounds. We were listening to an interesting story …”
Tunde ignored him. He glared at me.
“What have you come to do in Lagos.” I was getting angry now.
“Lagos is my national capital. Understand?”
“Shit! Go to your Biafra,” ordered Tunde.
“This is one Nigeria,” I intoned.
“That’s right,” confirmed Audu. “Our returning brothers should be welcomed with sympathy. After all we’ve
spent so much to make them return.”
“Sympathy-Kef” he spat. “After causing all the destruction.”
“All Nigerians bear a responsibility for the war.”
“Shut up,” Tunde shouted. “A rebel and no remorse!”
“Tunde, I’ve heard enough of this,” I said tartly, jumping up and pinning him with eyes ablaze with rage. “No
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more! Understand? No more or I wring your neck. You got that? N-O M-O-R-E!”
That quelled him for a while.
Audu too jumped up from his chair and came between us.
“No, not that Emeka. Don’t—”
The fight had gone out of Tunde, but the loathing in his eyes were louder than words. He whined: “Leave him
to beat me. Am I had to fight you. I know Ojukwu taught you to kill with bare hands. But you’re leaving this
place—today.”
Blinded with rage, I made for him. Thinking about it in restrospect, it was good I didn’t get him. I would have
fizzled the life out of his saucy throat. Audu’s timely intervention saved me getting into a murder case. Over
Audu’s shoulder I said: “You come and push me out.”
Tunde said: “You’ll see. I’ll show you this is our Lagos.” He shoved his feet into his slippers and almost ran
out.
“If you’re ten,” I called after him, “I’ll take care of all of you.”
There was an awkward silence after he left.
Audu went to the door and looked out into the street. He turned and came in again.
“He doesn’t mean it,” he said simply.
Silence.
Audu bent down and began to pick the papers. I said: “Isn’t it funny?”
“What?” inquired Audu straightening up, paper in hand.
“After all the blood and misery, some people in this country don’t seem to have learnt any lesson.”
“He doesn’t mean it,” Audu repeated.
Audu went to the bed, stretched himself and began to read the papers he had picked.
I’d been pacing the small room since Tunde left.
I turned to Audu and asked: “What’s he going to do?”
“He doesn’t mean it,” he said without looking up.
I sat down and began to think things over. Tunde had two courses of action. Bring in the police? What would
be the accusation … House breaking or something? … Audu was there as my witness. So no problems … Second
Action … Bring in some thugs … Well it depends on the number … Whatever is the case, one or two must win a
couple of broken ribs or skulls before they get me. My unarmed combat wasn’t too bad … a very comforting
reflection …
The doorway suddenly darkened with shadows and two uniformed soldiers burst into the room. They had no
guns.
“You be Amake?” The leader asked of me. He was hefty and black as coal. When he spoke his words vibrated
with menace, and he had a way of chopping them.
“Emeka,” I corrected, standing up.
“O’right come along.”
“Eh?”
“You say eh? You no be rabul soja?”
“But—“ I stammered.
“Come!”
Audu sat up. “Look, what’re you doing. You no hear of amnesty?”
“Your bag, take it,” to me still.
“Look here—” Audu began.
The leader soldier turned on him. “You keep out of this,” he snarled. To me he spat: “Out!”
The other soldier held me by the nape and gave me so hard a push I shot through the door. My bag flew into
the street after me. I picked it.
Outside, Private Black menace casually indicated a bulge at his left side and muttered:
“Look fella, in case you de plan something, this thing here is a pistol. As an ex-soja, you know how it can kill.
Right?”
I threaded through the evening bustle of Lagos street, lonely in the crowd. Except a few casual glances,
nobody seemed to take any interest in my plight. I felt like a prisoner of war. My captors didn’t quite probe my
spine with a gun; in fact they kept an unusual distance between us. But each time I turned back, the look in their
eyes told they’d shoot away if I as much as raised an arm. I got the impression they took me for a James Bond or
something super-human with whom it was suicidal to take chances.
I didn’t know Lagos very well but it looked to me from the random way they were directing our journey that
we had no definite destination. I began to tire of the game and was just giving a serious consideration to the idea
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of risking a show down when the leader, the black menace who did most of the snarling suddenly fell into step
with me.
I looked up at him enquiringly.
“You no go do something now?” he asked conversationally.
“Do something?” I asked puzzled both by the question and the change of attitude.
He didn’t answer immediately.
Then with an obvious effort of patience he asked: “You no know.”
It dawned on me then. I kept silent absorbing the full comprehension of his demand. I tried to analyze the
situation. They wanted money in return for my ‘release.’ I considered the best line of action.
Play stubborn. Demand to be taken to the barracks to see their officer? Anything could happen. I knew my
‘arrest’ was illegal—from official point of view, that is. But what chance had I of obtaining an official hearing?
They could take me to their camp on a trumped up charge such as house breaking or armed robbery, or attempted
armed robbery. They only had to mention that I was an ‘ex-rabul’ to send everybody into a righteous fit. I might
be released eventually but that would be after some good time in the guard- room … I dismissed this idea of
playing stubborn.
What if I took on them and hope on the surprise and the speed of my assault to give me the necessary respite
for escape? Which was an uncomfortable thought—considering that the other fellow, the one who gave me the
tractive push, was still keeping his distance behind. An identical bulge at his left side told me he was also armed.
The only option was to oblige them with their demand. But in spite of my frugality, I had only six shilling left.
The Lagos crowd continued to mill past us. Night was approaching fast. The street light poles, still on a leave
they started with the war-time blackout, stood on both sides of the road in silent respite. A tide of loneliness
flowed through me.
I said: “I have no money.”
The soldier said nothing, but continued to walk, looking ahead. I thought he didn’t hear me and repeated the
statement.
“I hear you,” he snapped, still looking straight, his mouth hardly moving.
“E-he?”
“Lie!” he said flatly.
“I have no money.”
“How much you get?”
He looked at me now, casually. Anybody watching us would think we were best of chums discussing what
soup to eat in the hotel at the corner.
“Five shillings,” I lied.
“But you say you no get money.”
“It isn’t much.”
“Bring it,” he ordered, with the same vibrant menace. Outwardly he looked strangely casual.
“But it’s all I have,” I protested.
“Bring am, Idiot.”
Fighting back sudden urge to hit him on the nose, I dipped a reluctant hand into my pocket and brought out a
five shillings note. He snatched it from me.
“O.K. You’re free,” he announced as if he was giving me his own life in a platter of gold. “But,” and a long
blunt finger jabbed the air under my nose, “no go that house again; you hear.”
I said nothing. They went away. I watched them go, bleeding inside because I knew I couldn’t do a thing about
them.
I stood in the street watching them, my right hand deep in my pocket, fingering a shilling coin—all the money
I had in the world. I hated them then and hated myself more for being too cowardly to put up a fight.
Cold anguish gripped me there as I stood lonely in the Lagos night. Amidst the jungle of the crowding bustling
life, alone with the bitterness of my individual experience, I thought of my mother far away in the East. I began to
regret coming to lagos. \fn{ When the British left Nigeria, they had divided the country into three Regions: Northern, Eastern, and
Western. They situated the Federal capital, Lagos, in the Western Region, and this arrangement was continued for some years after
Independence.}I should have remained in the East. At least I’d have been sure of my boarding and perhaps three

average meals a day.
The thought of meals reminded me I hadn’t eaten since morning. This jarred me to reality and I began to
recover quickly and to think practically of the problem on hand.
I had to be painfully frugal so my one shilling fortune could last. I bought two akara balls at a penny each and
washed them down with water. That took care of food and I faced the problem of where to pass the night.
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I roamed the streets for a while thinking things over, my bag slung on my shoulder, and trying to select a good
place. People went about their business, chatting happily—apparently, at least—going home to soft beds or to the
hotels for cold drinks.
My heart surged with understandable empathy for the Bibilical Son of Man who had no place to lay his head.
I must have gypsyed for a good while. I suddenly found myself in front of the house where Danny lived. The
street was now nearly empty. The house was shut, probably for the night. There was no light down-stairs but a
shaded brightness showed in one of the windows upstairs. “Master” was probably in bed with his wife.
I visualized Danny’s face peeling with embarrassed confusion if I should knock on that door at this time of the
night. He was still his old sly self. He hadn’t bothered to see how I was getting on. I pushed him out of my mind.
I selected a corner near the steps, folded myself in my cotton wrapper a»d went to sleep immediately, probably
due to exhaustion.
I woke up in the small hours of the morning shuddering with cold. The night air stabbed me with sharp knives
of cold. Somehow I survived till morning, watching for dawn as a marooned man watches for ships in the
horizon.
Just then, Danny was coming down the stairs. He had to leave early because he would need the two hours or so
to bus the two or three mile distance from Surulere to his place of work in Lagos Island. Such was the efficiency
of Lagos transport system.
Danny was whistling softly to himself—when he saw me the tune, a lovely one for a gray misty dawn, fizzled
out in his pursed lips. The look in his face said I was the most objectionable creature to meet first thing in the
morning.
After an embarrassing silence, he said: "I’m going … to … to … work.”
“I know,” I said not bothering to rise.
He stood over me uncertainly. After a while, he said: “What … You slept … here?”
“Yes.”
“What … what happened?”
I told him the whole story. It was obvious he was bored and all he wanted then was to get off. But he listened
through and his eyes lit up only when I came to the episode with the soldiers.
“They’re not soldiers,” he said. “They’re fakes. You should have called the nearest M.P. to arrest them. They’re
fakes. Privates don’t carry pistols, do they? You should have fought back. They wouldn’t have had the courage to
stay. Don’t you see? Real soldiers are confined to barracks.”
He rattled on and on. I let him run his course and when he was through, he promised to talk to Tunde. There
was no problem, he said. He would see Tunde and I would go back and stay with them.
“You don’t have to worry,” was his parting note. “I’ll see you later.”
He hurried off. I knew he was gone for good. He would see me later. He didn’t say where or how. In any case
who cared to go back to the punk called Tunde? He might make a murderer of me with his tactless utterances and
I didn’t fancy ending up in the gallows.
Seeing Danny go was like watching a frightened dog fleeing with his tail between his hind legs. For all I knew,
it might be another year before I met him again. I knew my salvation did not lie with Danny and I shoved his
embarrassed face out of my mind.
I remembered the fake soldiers and cursed them. I knew Tunde would be gloating over his triumph. He was
mean. I hated him for it. I played with the thought of going to give him a bash and smack that look of triumph
from his impudent face. For a while the idea was tempting. I threw it away.
I slung my bag again and trudged the streets looking for something to do. My situation was desperate. I
couldn’t go back to the East now even if I wanted to. The fare alone, even in a hard-pushed truck, would be much
more than ten pence. And that was all the money I had.
I rang blank everywhere I asked for a job. Nobody seemed to want me. Sometimes a glimmer of hope would
appear somewhere but no sooner had I introduced myself than it would eclipse out.
“Sorry,” I would be told, “no vacancy.”
I had the impression, the whole place was seething and shuddering with resentment for my presence. People
lashed me with their eyes.
At noon I was compelled to pay attention to the pangs of hunger that had been pummeling me since morning. I
bought a three penny bread, intending to eat a third or at most half of it. I ate it all. After gulping plenty of water
from a public tap, I felt heavy and sat down at a street corner to rest.
I remembered my Alhadji friend and wished I’d see him. I began to rehearse how I would untell the lies I’d
told him …
A blue Mercedes Benz saloon flashed past and I was vaguely aware that I saw in it a figure that looked like my
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friend, the Alhadji. What a coincidence! However I was too drowsy to worry about him …
I must have dozed for a long time for it was well into the afternoon when I woke up. The street which turned
out to be Nnamdi Azikiwe street was jammed dizzy with vehicles. It was traffic jam hour and cars, lorries, trucks
and mammy wagons stuck to one another head to tail in a perpetual go-slow. Horns of all types hooted, bleated
and blared in understandable impatience. Frustrated drivers sat behind the wheels sweating and cursing in the heat
of the afternoon.
Memory of the Alhadji came back to me with a stinginging of regret. I had missed my only chance-in-amillion of meeting him …
The next four days were a nightmare of hunger and frustration. I lived again those bizarre days in the trench.
At odd moments I saw the embattled forest shake with a staccato of fusillade. I saw myself and others yell blood
curling yells, and, with the guns and bombs, make spitting orchestras of death. I saw the hideous pitchness of the
jungle night blanket our throes into a sinister silence. I saw terror and the fear of the pregnant morrow stalk the
jungle. I saw morning muted with the roar of awakening guns. I saw it all. My life as a soldier. I lived it all …
It became jam session again and I was trudging down the Carter Bridge into Lagos Mainland.
On my left was the sea, the Lagos Lagoon, deep blue and ominous, simmering calmly in the slant of the
afternoon sun. On my right was an endless row of vehicles. In them sat hundreds of people smarting under the
oppressive heat.
Painfully, I walked past miles of them. And I was just beginning to be cheered by the thought that even I, weak
and hungry as I was, could reach my destination faster than they, when I halted in my tracks!
There before me, in the hell that was a queue, was a sky blue Mercedes 220 saloon. I watched it for a while
shining luxuriously in the afternoon sun. And the gadgets and paraphernalia that sprawled its interior? Without
wasting words, the only word for it is POSH! I approached it gently, fearing that Alhadji Hadija might vanish
from the inside.
He was there all right. Relaxing behind, leaving all the anxiety of driving to his chauffeur. The glass was all
wound up and for a moment I wondered whether he had suddenly decided to commit suicide by suffocation in
protest against Lagos go-slow.
I rattled on the screen nearest the Alhadji. His scowling face peered from the other side and then relaxed into a
grin as recognition dawned on it.
The glass came down some inches.
“If that is not my Ibo fren’,” he exclaimed with transparent enthusiasm. “Go round and come in.”
I went to the other side. The door flew open. I went in. The door clicked shut and the glass went up. For a
moment I thought I was going nuts. Perhaps my twisted mind had installed me in a winter resort somewhere. The
sudden change in temperature weighed ruthlessly on me.
Then I began to understand. One of the gadgets was humming. An air conditioner!
“Welicome my fren’,”Alhadji greeted. “Welicome.” He continued to grin at me, a fleshy hand draped across
my shoulder.
“Where you been since?” he inquired. “I been looking for you.”
“Around,” I said vaguely.
I was trying to muster up courage to untell my lies as a prelude to seeking his benevolence. But he cut in.
“Look, business first. I get something for you to do. Money no problem. As Ibo man, and a business man, I
know you go fit do am. Now listen …”
For fifteen minutes he gave me a gist of it. I listened, my mind a battle ground for greed and apprehension. In
the end I accepted it. After all considering my situation, anything was an improvement.
Alhaji Hadija’s hands disappeared into the depths of his voluminous robes. When they reappeared, my eyes
dilated at what they came out with. The Alhadji peeled twenty fivers from the bundle and flung them at me.
“Take dis for start.”
Two minutes later, I opened the door and emerged into the oven again. The line of cars hadn’t inched a step. I
stalked off., my weakness forgotten, to the nearest restaurant—for good food and three sweating bottles of beer.
I accomplished Alhadji Hadija’s task and I got my reward. I was very pleased with it. But I wouldn’t be so sure
the customs fellows would be that pleased.
In any case, I was rehabilitated and my mother got the first allowance from me in three years.
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“Africans can talk oh!” Aunt Rose often said.
She was right, in our house we spoke four languages, and two of them were English, loudly from morning till
night, so it was a mystery to us, the foster children and me, that Grandma and Grandpa never spoke to each other at
all. It was a mystery too that I didn’t wake up dead every morning, because unless I was cross with her, I slept with
Grandma in her big brass bed. There were twelve pillows on it, six on either side, and if I hadn’t slept practically
standing up, spreadeagled against them with my head angled back over the top one for air, I would have suffocated
for sure under the covers.
Grandma was asleep; I liked to look at her in the morning when she was sleeping, because then her eyes were
tight shut. When they were open they were black and shiny like pebbles under water and knew what you were
thinking. Her face was smooth and peaceful. I stroked her white hair, soft as duck down, back from her forehead
and tugged at her plait but she didn’t wake up; so I left her and ran next door to my nurse Patience and she dressed
me. I was ready and waiting in my grandmother’s sitting room for James when he arrived to escort me up to
breakfast on the top floor. James was Grandpa’s steward.
“Well madam, I see you ready,” he said, knocking on Grandma’s bedroom door, which was in the right-hand
corner of the sitting room.
“Can we go now?” I was impatient to leave this morning, I had a choice piece of news.
“Yes yes, we dey go now,” he replied, laughing down at me.
“Do I look pretty?”
“You are fine, fine,” he said, as always.
Grandma’s arm, plump and sepia coloured, appeared around the door with a white note folded in her hand
and James plucked it from her fingers, sketched a small bow to the rest of her invisible behind the door and
ushered me out in front of him.
Grandpa was already in his armchair sorting through his post, which scattered onto the floor as, taking a
running jump, I settled myself in his lap and lay back against his shirt front which appeared dazzlingly white in
the darkened room. I had hoped for a glimpse of Grandma’s note—Grandpa had taught me to read when I was
three—but he raised his arms above my head and read the letter safely out of reach.
Frustrated, I slipped from his knee to fetch the Bible, which I’d left on the table next to his desk the day
before. I didn’t expect to find it there though, because both table and desk were heaped with books. The walls
of Grandpa’s sitting room were painted cream but you couldn’t see them either, they were lined with books
filling the shelves from floor to ceiling. Books spilled out of the shelves ruckling up the rugs on the polished
wooden floor, vying for space with mounds of newspapers and periodicals, old and new.
I found the Bible on the floor at the same time as a shout of laughter from Grandpa signalled that he’d come
to the end of Grandma’s note and brought James’s head enquiringly around the door of the next room, where he
was busy preparing breakfast. Hopefully I turned around too, but the joke was not to be shared.
“Come here,” Grandpa said and hugged me close so that my nose was filled with the scent of his cologne and
coconut hair pomade. “Where did we finish yesterday?”
We were working our way day by day through the Old Testament. Grandpa had little truck with the New: that
the meek should inherit the earth had no place in his philosophy.
“God killed all the firstborn,” I said, opening the Bible with the green leather marker, “and the Pharaoh was
just about to let all the Israelites go.”
Frankly I thought the Pharaoh had brought his troubles on himself. Moses had told him in no uncertain terms
that unless he was allowed to lead the Israelites out of Egypt, God would smite every firstborn in the land and
Pharaoh had been given plenty of proof with the nine plagues already visited on him that God would keep his
word. It was horrifying all the same, though, because, as I pointed out to Grandpa, that would have been me, I was
the firstborn child in my family. Grandpa assured me he would not have allowed it to happen. I believed him, he
would have made a deal and got the best of it.
“Begin now!” he said, gesturing towards the page.
Keeping my place by moving my forefinger carefully beneath each word, I began reading. But Grandpa
was not in the mood; no sooner were the Israelites safely across the Red Sea and the pursuing Egyptians
drowned in their chariots, than he called out to James that we were ready to eat.
I wasn’t ready to let the Israelites go just yet though. I waited until James had finished wrapping me in
a big white napkin in order to protect my dress and then I said,
“Aunt Rose says that we used to be slaves, like the Israelites.”
“Aunt Rose talks too much. What will you eat?”
“Did we, Grandpa?” He spooned up his pawpaw and didn’t answer; after a pause and another mouthful, he
said testily,
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“Yes, in America, but that was a long time ago. The important thing for you to remember is that our family
came back.”
“To Lagos?”
“Not initially, they settled in Sierra Leone to begin with.”
“Where Uncle Marcus and lots of the cousins live?”
“That’s right. Are you not eating this morning?”
“Were you a slave, Grandpa?”
“Of course not! Do I look like a slave? However it is a fact that my grandfather was one. You know he was a
very brave man: he fought, along with many other slaves, on the side of the British in their war against the
Americans and in return for his help he was given his freedom. Afterwards the British brought all the freed slaves
to Sierra Leone. They crossed the Atlantic Ocean in a big ship and it arrived just in time for my father, your greatgrandfather, Elias Foster, to be born a free man in Africa again. When he became a grown man he came home: to
Nigeria. He settled in Lagos and began trading in palm oil. He was very successful too.”
“Like Moses!”
“Exactly.”
“How did great-grandpa Elias know that this was his home?”
“Well he knew that according to our family tradition we came originally from the area around Abeokuta, so he
made a journey up there and when he arrived he immediately recognised the tribal markings on the faces of the
people, they were identical to the pattern handed down to his father by his grandfather in America. We are home
for good now, I promise you.”
“I don’t think I’d like to go to America.”
“But you would like to go to England some day, wouldn’t you, to study?”
“Like Papa and Aunt Harriet? Some day maybe.”
“Now! What are you going to eat?”
I looked at the bowl on the table, it was hard to choose from the mangoes, pawpaws, guavas, oranges,
pineapple, grapefruit and melon. I asked James, who’d been standing by, to cut me an avocado in half and
sprinkle it with salt. We ate in silence and it wasn’t until I was halfway through my second slice of pineapple—I
loved pineapple—that I remembered my news for Grandpa. I felt sorry for Grandpa—he never knew anything,
because he only ever left his eyrie to go to the Chamber of Commerce and to church on Sunday.
“Sisi Bola’s getting married,” I said, looking at him sideways.
“Don’t speak with your mouth full. Who is she marrying?”
“Akin Ojo.” Grandpa raised his eyebrows.
“She only recently left for England, are you sure?”
“Oh yes. She came back last week and Nimota says—you know my nurse Nimota?—she says that it must have
been love at first look.” Grandpa roared with laughter.
“Indeed.”
“And Patience says—”
“Which one is Patience?”
“Grandpa you know my nurse Patience very well.”
“Do I?”
“Yes! She says that the food in England have plenty magic, because Sisi Bola only stick out de back when she
go, but she stick out the front too like a elephant when she come back.” My grandfather laughed again.
“You are a disgraceful child! Eat up, eat up now.”
“Don’t you want to know when the wedding is?”
“I’m sure you will tell me.”
“It’s in three weeks’ time. I’m to be a bridesmaid. Aunt Delma has asked Grandma.” Aunt Delma was
Grandma’s sister and Sisi Bola’s mother.
Sisi Bola was to be married from our house and Aunt Rose said that Aunt Delma was exceedingly lucky
to have a sister like Grandma who was not only generous but who was also wife to the richest man in Lagos.
The wedding, she said, would be the wedding of the decade, we should mark her words.
I repeated this to Yowande, the youngest of the foster children, who, although three years older than me,
was my best friend in the house. She didn’t know what wedding of the decade meant either, but she did know
that Nimota, my second nanny, was planning to put a curse on Yetunde, her rival in love, so that she would
be too sick to attend any of the celebrations. I must be careful not to say anything, she said, because if
Grandma found out she would beat us all.
“I won’t tell her,” I said.
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Yowande looked sceptical. It wasn’t fair, just because I was the youngest in the house. Even I knew how
fanatical Grandma was about that kind of thing. She considered it a blasphemy against the Christian Religion.
And anyway I never told tales now.
We all, the Fosters that is, lived a stone’s throw from the Marina in the residential area off Broad Street:
Broad Street, Aunt Rose said, was the commercial centre, whatever that meant, of Lagos, where, she said,
men of substance like Grandpa had built their mansions in the European style. Nimota said that that simply
meant Grandpa was a big man. Where she came from, up country, he would have been, she said, a
Paramount Chief.
It was a fact that Grandpa’s warehouses, which we passed nearly every day on our constitutional along the
Marina, stretched for half a mile around the bay, I’d been inside many times of course with Grandpa. Aunt Rose,
who frequently accompanied Nimota and me, said that Grandpa’s warehouses were filled with all the riches of
the continent, but actually they contained quite ordinary everyday things, as Grandpa said. Palm oil, leather,
timber and stuff like that. You name it, Aunt Rose said, and Grandpa sold it. He had branches and factories
throughout the country, even where Nimota came from, and that was very remote. Aunt Rose counted them up
on her fingers, there were twenty-three in all, branches, that is, not fingers, Aunt Rose had the normal number,
but you wouldn’t think so, Nimota said, they were into everything.
Our house was four storeys high and painted a bright strawberry pink with a cream pattern of whirls and
fancy flourishes around the windows and doors. The Lagos sun which, Grandma said, can wreak such havoc
with pink complexions, had been kind to this one and aged it gently, so that with time the colour had mellowed
and become discreet. Long rows of windows each with its own wrought-iron balcony looked out across the front,
and large double doors opened directly onto the street. At the back there was a large paved courtyard with a well
in the centre. A huge avocado provided shade, as did the mango, pawpaw, guava and banana trees; broad-leaved
ferns masked the hot glitter of the paving stones. During the day we liked to sit pleasantly and peacefully, on the
benches under the trees; the light filtering down through the leaves was always green and forest cool. At night
the courtyard was lit by the fires of the servants cooking their food in the outside kitchen and loud with the
sound of crickets. The smoke from the fires kept the mosquitoes at bay.
We were a miniature village; thirty people lived in our house. Grandpa lived on the top floor and was attended
by his own servants. He and Grandma had been effectively separated for fifteen years; he never came downstairs.
Even so he ruled us all, his word was law and his power was absolute. Aunt Rose said that people were equally
terrified of him outside the house, including the score of Europeans he employed. I heard her tell Patience that she
herself was so in awe of him she had only dared to address him directly three or four times in the twenty years
since she had been living under his roof.
I thought that was pretty silly of Aunt Rose. I wasn’t scared of Grandpa and he certainly wasn’t frightening to
look at. The neat whorls of his hair had turned to gray, but his moustache was marvellously black and glossy and
so was his skin which had an almost metallic sheen. It seemed to me that he was always laughing and, unlike
Grandma, who complained of the smell that clung to me when I came back down after breakfast upstairs, I liked
his cigars. He was seldom without one, either clenched in his teeth or drifting smoke from between his long
fingers. It was all right for me, Aunt Rose said, I was the favoured grandchild, the little princess.
My grandmother, Grandma Loretta, ruled the rest of the household from her sitting room, which served as
another courtyard inside the house. All the other rooms on the first floor opened onto it. Stationed in her rocking
chair in the corner by her bedroom door, no coming or going escaped her notice. I loved Grandma, she was fat
and marvellously comfortable to sit on, her brown skin was soft to touch and she wore her hair plaited in a crown
around her head. Any impression of cosiness however was dispelled by a second glance at her eyes, it was
impossible to look into them and lie.
With the exception of my father Simon, all Grandpa and Grandma’s children were still living at home. My
father Simon was the eldest and my Aunt Harriet was next. In fact, however, they were not Grandma’s children at
all: they were Grandpa’s two children by the Fante princess. So she was my real grandmother, but I never knew her,
she was never seen in Lagos and she died in Ghana which was her country long before I was born. Grandma
brought up the two children as if they were her own. Aunt Harriet, who resembled her mother and kept a
photograph of her locked in her drawer, was considered a great beauty. The photograph showed a magnificent
woman with bare shoulders wrapped in a length of Kente cloth, which, so Aunt Harriet told me and I told
Yowande, could only be worn by royalty. If the picture were in colour the cloth would be glowing red, green and
gold, like the stained-glass windows in Lagos cathedral. Her jet black hair was pulled up in a fan shape over a
wooden frame and fastened with solid gold nuggets as befitted a Fante princess.
Grandma said, and I heard her say it many times to Aunt Rose when they were sitting taking a glass of homemade ginger beer, that though Aunt Harriet, who was a barrister, was brilliant, she was too highly strung.
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Grandma was worried that Harriet might even be a little unstable. After all it was common knowledge that there
was … well, instability, in the Fante princess’s family. There was no denying Aunt Harriet was sensitive, because
as Aunt Rose said, she had a habit of bursting into tears at the least little thing and rushing from the room.
Aunt Sylvia, Grandma’s own elder daughter, was brilliant too, she was going to be a doctor. As Aunt Rose
said, making sure that Grandma heard her, there was nothing unstable about that one. She was my father’s
favourite, he liked to hold her up as a perfect model of African womanhood. According to my father Aunt Sylvia
was serious, clever, modest and good. Nobody was perfect, Aunt Rose said. Aunt Grace, the youngest of my
father’s brothers and sisters, was my favourite, Yowande and I loved to play with her hair which was thick and
shoulder length and watch her maid straightening it and curling it in the latest styles from England. Aunt Grace’s
eyebrows were two perfect arches, she was destined to be a film star. We knew it.
Grandma’s only son Uncle George would normally have been at home too, but he had gone to England to fly
aeroplanes and fight in the war. According to Patience he was a source of great pride, anger and anxiety for my
grandmother, not necessarily in that order. Opinion in the house was divided about Uncle George: we children
thought he was a hero but Aunt Rose, and Patience too, believed he was downright foolhardy to get involved in
dem white people war. They didn’t say this to Grandma.
Everyone had to be careful too on the subject of Uncle Henry. He was Grandpa’s son by an outside wife and
the spitting image of Grandpa. Yowande and I knew from listening to conversations around the house (we had our
eyes to every keyhole and our ear to every door, Aunt Rose said, but she was no better, in Nimota’s opinion) that
Uncle Henry was one of the reasons Grandma never spoke to Grandpa, but no one explained why. Aunt Rose
would only say that certain tenets of the Christian faith appealed to Grandpa more than others and one man one
wife was not among them.
Aunt Rose had been living with my grandparents for twenty years, ever since she had arrived for a short
holiday in her teens. Even the servants referred to her as poor Aunt Rose, not because she was a poor relation,
which she was, but because she had never married, and even worse, Nimota said, she had no children. She was
given to wearing dark coloured dresses with pale collars; thin and spindly, she hugged the corners of the house,
delicate yet durable, like a cobweb.
Aunt Sylvia said that we made Aunt Rose’s life intolerable. There were ten of us, nine foster children and me.
The foster children were the sons and daughters of poor relations, like Aunt Rose; their parents sent them to live in
Grandpa’s house so that they could advance themselves. Yowande was the youngest, she was nine; Morenike was
the eldest, she was fifteen and would be going home soon. In fact she would be leaving the CMS just as I was
beginning. Alaba who was my third nanny would miss her most, they were the same age. Aunt Rose said that when
one of the foster children left, another appeared to take its place, miraculously, like shark’s teeth.
And then there was me: everybody knew who I was. I was Remi Foster, the eldest of Simon Foster’s three
children, and Grandpa and Grandma’s first grandchild. I lived with them because, as Grandpa said, Grandma would
have been sad without a baby growing up in the house, and so would he. I was on permanent loan: it was the
custom with the eldest grandchild and anyway, as Aunt Rose said, I was only a girl. She also said that no child
required three nannies to trail after her all day long. I would be spoiled for life, we should mark her words.
Well, the foster children certainly didn’t spoil me, if I told tales they beat me up, and Grandma beat me too just
to be sure. My life wasn’t easy, like Aunt Rose thought. I couldn’t tell her though, my lips were sealed.
*
“Where have you been?” Yowande wanted to know. She was out of breath. “I couldn’t find you anywhere.”
“Around.”
“Nimota’s looking for you.” She winked heavily and nudged me in my side.
“Why?” Yowande winked again.
“You remember,” she said. “I told you, she wants to buy a spell. I heard her tell Alaba that today was the day.”
“Ah!” I said, winking heavily and nudging her back. I remembered that Nimota wanted a curse for Yetunde.
“Where is she?”
“Looking for you, come on.”
We both hurried up the ouside staircase into the house. Nimota was waiting in the conservatory at the top.
“Come, change your dress, we are going out.”
“But it is not time for my walk yet,” I said.
“Just you do as I say and be quick about it. You hear me?” Yowande giggled.
“You want me to beat you oh!” Nimota took a step towards her. Yowande disappeared.
“Where are you going?” Grandma said when we reappeared in her sitting room on our way out and she saw me
changed into a new dress. “It’s early for her walk.”
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“We are going the long way round today, Ma.” Nimota dropped a little customary curtsey when talking to
Grandma.
“Come here, child!” I skipped across to her in her rocking chair and leant my elbows in her lap, with my chin
resting on my hands.
“Yes Grandma?” I said, looking up.
“Turn around.” She straightened my belt and smoothed my plaits down with both her hands. “You be good.”
*
“Where are we going?” I asked Nimota. We had been walking for a long time taking shortcuts through
unfamiliar back streets and I was afraid we were lost.
“We are going to Jankara market. You will like it,” Nimota said, keeping up the pace. I was exhausted.
Jankara market was in the Isaleko district and was very rough. Grandma would be appalled if she knew I’d
been there: neither she nor my aunts would have dreamt of going there.
“Grandma will be very angry,” I said as we reached the outskirts of the market.
“Who is going to tell her?” Nimota stopped short, causing me to bump into her. She placed her hands on her
hips and leant her head on one side.
“Not me,” I said.
“Aha. You better stick my back like flea.” She sailed forward once again.
I hurriedly took hold of the back of her skirt and my arm went whipping from side to side with the roll of her
hips. Down the centre aisle we went, past the fish stalls, past the grain sheds and the meat and vegetables; straight
on through the fancy goods, turning left by the pots and pans, and then right where the bales of cloth were
protected from the sun under canopies. We were deaf to the loud enticements of the market women, and to the last
hopeless squawks of the chickens flapping underfoot.
Nimota’s pace did not slacken until we passed the last of the stalls and had to pick our way carefully around
clumps of slippery debris already rotting in the burning sun. I let go her skirt and rubbed my shoulder in relief, my
arm felt as if it had been pulled out at the root. Unwisely I drew in a deep breath and spat it out again quickly,
ugh, as the unexpectedly putrid smell hit the inside of my head.
“Nimota, I want to go home,” I said.
“Make we go on now,” she said, very sharply.
I made no further protest. I disagreed with Nimota on lots of subjects: for one thing I didn’t think that she
should put a curse on Yetunde, it seemed to me that she could quite well manage to keep Kemi for herself, she was
bigger and stronger than both he and Yetunde. On the other hand a curse was better than killing her, I suppose,
because I had overheard Nimota tell Patience,
“If I go catch her with Kemi, I go kill am, so better stop her before.”
The curse would be a kindness really. And for another thing, Yetunde did not have a squint—Yowande and I
thought she was quite pretty. In this instance, though, I did agree that having come we should press on as quickly as
possible so as not to arouse Grandma’s suspicions.
We came to a stop in front of a row of lean-tos.
“Wait here.”
In one swift movement, without giving me a chance to disobey, Nimota removed my hand once more from the
back of her dress and disappeared into the darkness of the nearest hut.
A group of girls had trailed us all the way through the market; now they had me cornered and there was not a
grown-up in sight. There was a drain in between us, thank goodness. They’d have a problem crossing over, I
thought. The planks were very slippery, and they were hampered by the babies they carried on their hips.
Frustrated, they started to taunt me.
“Oyinbo, oyinbo,” they shouted, calling me white because they had heard Nimota speaking to me in English.
“I am not so,” I shouted back in Yoruba.
We stared at each other transfixed, I by their raggedness and near nakedness, and they by my leather shoes and
the English smocking on my dress.
When she could bear it no longer, the biggest of the girls decided to come across anyway, and to my horror,
still carrying her baby brother, she waded barefoot into the slime and began slipping and sliding her way towards
me, making the water brim over the sides. Close up she wasn’t frightening, however, and her hand was lightly
tracing the embroidery on my bodice when Nimota emerged from the hut blinking and shading her eyes. She
pulled me away and the contact was broken.
On the way back I asked Nimota what was going to happen to Yetunde. Her consultation with Mama Ibeji must
have been successful because in place of an answer she just smiled. She made me promise not to breathe a word to
anybody of where we’d been or why. If I did, she said, she’d skin me alive.
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Aunt Delma and Sisi Bola, who had been coming to the house every day, moved in. They were not the only
ones, some relatives from out of town arrived early.
“We are already doubling up downstairs,” I told Grandpa at breakfast, “but you’ve plenty of room up here.”
“Already, surely not! And who says I’ve plenty of room?”
“Grandma says. She said that when everybody’s here the children will have to stay upstairs with you.”
“Good God, am I to have no sleep as well as every other inconvenience? As I recall on the last occasion your
parents visited us, your baby sister screamed non-stop at the top of her extraordinarily powerful lungs.”
“Not us children; Grandma wants us near her, she means your children: Aunt Harriet, Sylvia, Grace and Uncle
Henry. And Grandma says you’re lucky, you only have to pay.” Grandpa’s laughter shook his whole body.
“Did you hear that, James?” he said, wiping his face with his napkin.
“Yes, sah,” said James who was standing by behind Grandpa’s chair.
“Aunt Rose has already moved out of her room.”
“What does she say?”
“She says you can well afford it.” Mopping his eyes again, this time with a large pocket handkerchief,
Grandpa said,
“It’s almost worth it, I hope you are all having as much fun down there as I am up here.”
“Oh we are! We’re having our final fittings today and choosing the asoebi. The bridesmaids’ dresses are in
damask rose silk, did you know that? And the pages are all going to be wearing cream silk shirts and brown velvet
breeches. Aunt Delma asked Aunt Grace to choose the colours—Aunt Grace is very good with colours, everybody
says so. She wants to study art you know. Grandpa, you really should come and see for yourself.”
“Aunt Grace wants to study art, does she? Well well. No, my dear, I won’t come down. I have excitement
enough hearing it all from you.”
“I have to go now, Grandpa, Grandma says there are a million things to do and she needs my help this
morning.”
“Very well. Give me a kiss before you go. I think,” he said, looking round at James, “that we might be able to
manage with less space for a short time, don’t you?”
“Yes, sah!”
“I’ll tell Grandma,” I said.
“Thank you, madam,” Grandpa said. “You’re too kind.”
*
Aunt Grace was in charge and she twirled around the room unrolling first one bale of cloth and then another,
now holding up this length, first against herself and each of us in turn. Tonight, she said, we should imagine
ourselves in an Eastern Bazaar. The Indian ladies who had brought round the materials for us to see from their
shop on the Manna, giggled behind their hands at this and their gold bangles tinkled. Patience said it looked more
like Jankara market to her. At that I nudged Yowande and looked at Nimota who was looking daggers at me.
“The child is in her element,” Grandma said, her eyes on Aunt Grace.
We were all present. Grandma had called everyone into her sitting room on the first floor. Aunt Sylvia and Aunt
Harriet sat side by side next to Aunt Rose; Grandma was in her rocking chair in the corner by her bedroom door,
her usual place; the Indian ladies fluttered beside her, their saris lifting gently in the breeze from the fans, turning
overhead. Yowande and I sat crosslegged at Grandma’s feet, Sisi Bola and Aunt Delma occupied the sofa
opposite, with Morenike and Alaba on one side and Patience and Nimota on the other on the floor. Tea and
homemade gingerbeer were the order of the day, which the maids passed around. The floor in the middle was
piled high with bales of cloth, damask and silk, gold and silver tissue, moiré\fn{A fabric produced mainly from
silk, with a wavy, watered appearance } and lace covered every available surface in the sitting room, the little sitting
room and the long dining room visible through the big double doors on either side.
Aunt Grace finished her parade and Grandma invited suggestions as to which, of the myriad materials
spread before us, we should adopt for the family asoebi. We would be wearing it for the African celebrations
and dancing, which would take place in the evening of Sisi Bola’s wedding day. Asoebi was the Yoruba
custom whereby all the women in each family were dressed in identical cloth so that at any gathering you
could tell at a glance who belonged to whom. These festivities would follow the ceremony in Lagos cathedral
in the morning and the European-style wedding breakfast in the afternoon. Our family, coming from Sierra
Leone, blended both traditions happily.
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“How will we choose?” Yowande whispered. As if reading her thoughts, Aunt Harriet suggested that we put
it to the vote.
“Here, here.” Aunt Sylvia looked up from her book; so as not to waste a moment away from her studies, she
had brought some reading with her.
“I think Aunt Grace should choose,” I said. There was a shocked silence.
“That child is a disgrace,” Aunt Rose said.
“Come up here,” Grandma commanded. I climbed up onto her knee.
“Do not say another word. Mice must be silent and still, or they will be crushed.”
I lay back, anchored on the slippery silk of her lap with my fingers hooked into the neck of her dress. It
was deliciously cool against my face and I wondered, not for the first time, why, next to her skin, Grandma
always wore six red flannel petticoats. Much of life was a mystery, I thought before I fell asleep lulled by
the rocking of her chair.
Yowande told me that in the end, to nobody’s surprise, Grandma had chosen the material. The Foster
women would all be wearing pink with a gold thread. She also said,
“You’re for it: she knows.”
“What does she know?” I said in alarm. “That the boys put the frogs in Aunt Rose’s bed? I didn’t tell her.”
“No, worse than that, Ma has found out about the spell, Aunt Delma told her.” My heart was pounding.
“I didn’t tell her.”
“You must have told someone.”
I remembered that I might have mentioned it to Ebun Ogunsola, who was to be another of the bridesmaids,
when she came for her fitting.
“She must have told her mother and she told Aunt Delma,” Yowande said.
I looked around fearfully in case Grandma should appear and, seeing nobody about, Yowande and I dashed
outside down the stairs and slunk across the courtyard where the boys were noisily practising their dance steps.
We slumped down behind the trunk of the avocado tree and Yowande, who was brilliant that way, pulled out a
handful of chinchin pastries from her pocket which we munched for comfort.
Grandma hated heathenism. She said it was the mark of the savage and that superstitious practices by which
we all knew she meant juju would on no account be tolerated in our house. She was very religious and so was
Aunt Rose, who said that Sierra Leonians were more religious than other people. This was probably true, because
we went to church three times on Sunday if you counted Sunday school, not to mention Bible reading and prayers
twice with Grandma downstairs and then once again with Grandpa upstairs. Aunt Harriet and Aunt Sylvia were
very religious too because they kept their eyes tight shut when they were praying and didn’t look around to see
what everybody else was doing.
Aunt Grace said that Sierra Leonians went to church to show their hats off like everybody else. Aunt Sylvia
disagreed: Africans, she said, were a deeply spiritual people. Aunt Grace said you wouldn’t have thought so if you
had been a fly on the wall in Lagos cathedral last Sunday when the final banns for Sisi Bola and Akin Ojo’s
marriage were read.
*
The cathedral certainly had been packed, it was very hot and we were all sweating, even though the
cathedral was in a nice breezy place: facing out across the Marina, with Odulami Street on one side and
shady cloisters on the other, which looked out onto a green space planted with tall palm trees.
Our Sunday procession to church had been longer than normal: there had been four cars; Grandpa of
course in the first car all by himself, and I was in the second with Grandma and my aunts, other relatives
crowded into the third and fourth cars, with the foster children and the servants as usual walking behind.
The Foster pew was right in the front so you had a good view but I was wedged in very tightly between
Grandma and Aunt Sylvia and I couldn’t look around so I studied the ceiling instead. I had never noticed
before that the columns looked like the palm trees outside with curving stone branches fanning out in all
directions, holding up the roof. The light streaming in through the stained glass windows was coloured green
and red.
When we stood up to praise the Lord you couldn’t help but see that everyone was in their best clothes and
the latest hats from Paris; showing off what Aunt Grace called their serious jewelry.
Aunt Rose said that she had to admit that there was some truth in what Aunt Grace said and that some
Lagos people were not as serious as they ought to be about religion. She said that Bishop Wilson-Hams
must have thought so too last Sunday or he wouldn’t have seized the opportunity to take as the text for his
sermon, that it was easier for a camel to pass through the needle’s eye than for a rich man to enter the
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Kingdom of Heaven. Grandma said he was an old hypocrite, he was perfectly happy for Grandpa to pay for
his niece’s wedding!
Still, Aunt Rose said, surely God would allow some rich people to enter the Kingdom of Heaven, it
would be a sad place without them. Whereupon Grandma wondered, as a matter of interest, just how many
people from Warri succeeded in gaining entry, whatever their status. Warri was Aunt Rose's home town.
Cousin Yemi, who was eight, summed up neatly (we had a houseful back for Sunday lunch) when he said,
“No one is rich when they arrive in heaven, Grandma, because they can’t take their money with them, can
they?” Grandma said that children should be seen and not heard, but she’d smiled at his mother.
“Another lawyer in the making,” Aunt Sylvia had said.
Retribution was not long in coming. Grandma summoned us before her. We stood in a large semicircle around
her rocking chair: all the foster children, my two young nannies and me. Yowande stood next to me but we didn’t
look at each other. The fans whirred overhead and a warm breeze blew in through the windows of the dining room,
bringing with it the delicious smell of chillies frying and corn roasting outside in the courtyard. Ordinarily this
would have set our mouths watering but our stomachs were still queasy from the dose of castor oil Grandma
administered once a week to flush out worms.
Desperate to avoid our compulsory medication, we had all, without exception, enrolled in the Lagos Boy
Scouts and Girl Guides, because their meetings conflicted with Grandma’s timing; you couldn’t have both. When
Yowande and I paraded for Aunt Grace and Aunt Sylvia in our new uniforms and told them we were Rosebuds
now, as Nigerian Brownies were called, Aunt Grace offended us both by laughing. Although she apologised
and said she wasn’t laughing at us, she laughed even louder when we explained some of the Guide rules.
A Guide obeys orders, a Guide is a friend to animals, a Guide smiles and sings under all diffi culties, a
Guide is pure in thought, word and deed. A Guide is—
“Stop, stop,” she said, “did you tell Miss Emmerson why you all joined?” Miss Emmerson was a pretty
English lady and our Captain.
“No, of course not,” we said. Aunt Sylvia laughed too then, which was surprising.
“It was a nice paradigm,” she said, “of the colonial relationship at work.”
Aunt Sylvia liked to use difficult words. Aunt Grace said it was because she was going to be a doctor.
It did us no good, Grandma simply changed her timing.
“We are Christians in this house!”
Her voice cracked over us now like a whip and her eyes raked the circle; we kept our eyes down, if you might
have to lie to Grandma it was best not to look at her.
“That is the religion we practise and I will not tolerate any other.”
“Yes, Grandma.”
“You are all saying yes when I know for a fact that someone of you has attempted to bring juju in here. I want
to know who; here and now!”
We remained silent. Grandma allowed the silence to lengthen, then she said,
“I called all of you because I want to make sure that you all understand my mind on this matter. However I
am reasonably certain on this occasion that the boys are not guilty. You may go.”
The boys filed out and we shuffled round to form a straight line.
“You, Nimota, stand forward. I have reason to believe that you are the guilty party.”
“No, Ma.”
“Don’t lie to me. You have been to consult Mama Ibeji, not so?”
“Yes, Ma.”
“You admit it?” We looked in disbelief at Nimota. She said,
“No, Ma. I say, yes I no go lie to you.”
“Did you or did you not go?” Grandma shouted in exasperation.
“No, Ma.” Our eyes swivelled in unison back to Grandma.
“You, Alaba? Morenike? Yetunde? Yowande?” She asked each of them in turn.
“No,” they said. Grandma turned to me.
“Come here,” she said silkily.
“Did Nimota take you to the market?”
“Jankara market, Grandma?”
“Yes, Jankara market.”
“No.”
“How did you know I meant Jankara market then?”
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I didn’t answer. Grandma was silent. Our eyes glanced surreptitiously towards the two long switches,
tapering to a fine flexible point and placed at her right hand against the wall.
“As none of you is prepared to tell me the truth I shall beat all of you.”
Grandma beat me last. If I learnt my lesson now, she said, I would not forget it. The switch snaked down six
times on my outstretched palm, the pain was insupportable; tears pouring down my cheeks I ran next door to
Patience, who was waiting with Nimota.
“Damn fool!” Patience said, rocking me in her arms and rubbing my palm, which was on fire. “Why you
go take de pickin?”
“I go take am for protection, I fink Ma no go punish if she knew de child involve in de ting. Sorry oh,” she
said, taking me into her arms while Patience prepared the bed. My hand smarted all night.
*
My parents were the last to arrive in Lagos for the wedding. They had a long way to travel since my
father, who was a magistrate, was on a tour of duty way out in the east. Yowande and I were both very
impressed by the fact that he could put people in prison. Yowande had been angry with me for a while after
the beating because she reckoned that I had given the game away by letting slip the name of Jankara
market. She wasn’t able to be angry with me for long though because she knew that I would ask to be
taken to play with Ebun Ogunsola (who had caused all the trouble in the first place by telling Aunt Delma)
or my other special friend, also to be a bridesmaid, Derin McKenzie.
It was Yowande who came rushing out to the courtyard where Alaba was reading me the Snow Queen,
one of my favourite fairy stories, under the mango trees, to tell me they’d arrived. It was difficult to
imagine snow.
I exploded into my mother’s room like a firecracker and she jumped up and caught me in her arms. Putting me
down, she said,
“Turn around, let me look at you.” Obligingly I spun around, my skirt flying out in a bell.
“Come here.”
She sat down again in her chair, I ran and leant against her knees and looked up laughing at her face. She
inspected me minutely, but said only,
“You’ve grown.”
“My hair has grown too,” I said, holding out a plait for her inspection. She kissed me.
“I do hope you have been behaving yourself.” I drew away.
“Yes,” I lied airily, “I always do.”
I looked around the room; my mother had not finished unpacking and her clothes were strewn all over the bed
on top of the Indian counterpane. I liked the pattern, great big flowers and birds, but not like any you’d ever see,
painted in blue on a cream background. The walls were cream too, most of the walls in our house were painted
cream. There were Indian rugs too on the floor but they were hidden for the moment under the travelling cases
which were lying open in the middle of the room. There were more dresses draped over the linen-covered
armchairs and Patience, who was helping my mother to unpack, carefully shook the folds out of each one before
she transferred it to the wardrobe in the dressing room next door.
Then I looked towards the windows. They stretched from floor to ceiling and were left ajar at this time of day,
but both the shaded balconies beyond were empty. I was surprised—were was my brother?
“Where is Tunji?”
“Here I am.”
I looked behind my mother’s chair and there he was, with his great big eyes and sticking out ears. I grinned at
him; his head always seemed too heavy for his neck and wobbled at times as if it might fall off. I hauled him out
—he was rather shy at first when he arrived in Lagos after an absence—and we ran for the door.
“Don’t you want to see the baby?”
“Yes, Mama, soon,” I called out over my shoulder; there were more important things to see to outside.
We stopped to kiss Grandma in her rocking chair, as we passed by. I’d gone back to Grandma’s bed the very
next night after she beat me; Grandma, after all, was to me like breathing and you didn’t question her behaviour
any more than you did the weather. I produced my brother with a flourish at the top of the courtyard stairs.
“Look!” I said to Yowande, pulling Tunji down behind me. “We have a partner now for the dancing.”
“I suppose he’s better than nothing,” Yowande said doubtfully as we fell into step beside her.
I didn’t see my father until it was time for bed, he and my mother were taking coffee with Grandma after
supper. Holding me at arm’s length, he said to my mother, “She has not grown any prettier,” and to me,
“Where are your shoes?”
“I don’t know, Papa.”
429

“Have you lost them?”
“No, Papa.”
“Go and put them on at once.”
“But, Papa, I am on my way to bed.”
“Simon, you haven't seen the child for three months,” my mother protested.
“That is no reason for her not to wear her shoes,” he replied.
“Yes, Papa,” I said and hurried from the room. It was no good trying to please my father, he was too
disappointed that his first child had been born a girl. Everybody said so.
Lit up for Sisi Bola’s Spinster’s Eve, our house seemed to be floating in the darkness. My brother and I were
acting as unofficial greeters outside in the street, and as each of the guests arrived, we rushed ahead of them up
the stairs, tripping over our clothes and theirs in our excitement, to announce their names to the others already
in the sitting room. Aunt Rose who was by the door shook her head and said,
“They go tire before de party begin. Mark my words.”
She was, like everyone else, sitting on a chair set against the walls and facing inwards. Unlike everyone else
though, she had chosen to remain in European dress: she was wearing one of her dark blue frocks and the long
points of her collar gave her a forlorn look like the picture in my book of a circus dog with its head pushed through
a paper hoop.
To be fair, Aunt Rose couldn’t have competed with all the gold thread, silver tissue and lace covering the
spread knees and bosoms, some of them as big as Grandma’s, of the women gathered here. Even Grandma had
abandoned her silk dresses for this night and was wearing full Yoruba costume. Aunt Grace had tied her headdress
for her in a magnificent turban that would have aroused the envy of an Indian maharaja, Aunt Harriet said. It was
in the same blue material as her blouse and richly embroidered with gold, and so was her ero, worn wrapped
around like a skirt and then knotted at the waist, her ipele which was bound tightly across her hips and the eborun,
folded lengthwise and thrown over her shoulder. Her costume could have stood up on its own without Grandma.
Mama had dressed me in the Sierra Leonian “up and down” that had only two pieces, a figure-hugging bodice,
the “up”, and a skirt the “down” which fitted just as tightly all the way to the ground. This was the style that the
young women were wearing. Aunt Grace said it showed the figure off to perfection. Aunt Sylvia said that that was
not the reason she had decided to wear it, she was wearing Sierra Leonian dress because it was very simple.
To begin with I was happy to circulate with Grandma, holding on to her hand and towing her along like a tug
bringing a barge into Lagos harbour, but I quickly tired of my self-appointed task and when Yowande came
running in accompanied by shrieks of laughter from the dining room to tell me that the food was now all laid out
on the table, I abandoned Grandma and we rushed away together through the double doors to investigate.
In the dining room, which ran the length of the house, every window was flung open onto the courtyard.
Beneath, on a cushioned bench, Sisi Bola was sitting holding court, surrounded by her cousins and friends. Aunt
Grace stood beside her leaning with her elbows back against the windowsill, while Aunt Sylvia and Aunt Harriet
plied her with her favourite delicacies from the table in the centre. The table was covered with a white damask
tablecloth and loaded to breaking point with food and drink. The sound of the fans was drowned out by the noise.
Catching sight of us, Sisi Bola, who was small and round and was becoming each day, as Patience pointed out,
noticeably rounder than before, called us over to her with an imperious wave of her hand. She looked like a married
woman already, in pink lace and a turban to rival Grandma’s.
“Remi,” she said, pressing my cheek to hers which was smooth and shiny as satin, “we have been discussing
love and marriage. When it is your turn who will you marry?”
“That’s easy, I shall marry Grandpa,” I said firmly, provoking much laughter, then I said, looking sideways from
Yowande to Sisi Bola,
“I know who Aunt Grace is going to marry.”
“Who is that?” Sisi Bola was delighted.
“Uncle Bode,” I said, this time provoking screams.
“Horrible, horrible child.” Aunt Grace, turning a richer shade of brown, leapt from her place. “Wait until I catch
you.”
But I was quicker. Snatching a cake, followed closely by Yowande, I fled through the conservatory and down
the outside staircase into the courtyard where I hid behind my mother.
Grandpa said that my mother was the prettiest of us all, she reminded him of a forest gazelle. I thought so too.
She was the most slender and her cheekbones were high and curved under her burnished copper skin and hair of
deepest black. Aunt Sylvia, from a medical point of view, Aunt Harriet presumed, was puzzled how one so slim
could comfortably accommodate all her internal organs.
“Hey, what is it,” my mother wanted to know, putting out a restraining arm as I hurled myself behind her chair.
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“Aunt Grace is chasing me,” I said. “She wants to beat me.”
“What have you done?”
“Nothing,” I said.
“Well you don't need to hide, come and sit here on my lap.” And that’s where Aunt Grace found me, in my
mother’s arms.
“That child,” she said, shaking her fist at me in mock anger, “will come to a bad end.”
“I don’t doubt it,” my mother said, laughing.
But I went looking for Aunt Grace again when the drumming started and the dancing began. Mama said I
should dance with my brother, but he wasn’t receiving the message of the music at all clearly.
“Tunji, not like that, bend your knees like this.”
He took no notice of me and continued wobbling his head to a different beat. He was going to let us down
badly at the wedding. Yowande and I abandoned him to my mother and danced our way across the courtyard to
join my aunts and their circle. The music poured through our veins and we flowed with the beat, each separate
portion of our bodies winding and unwinding seamlessly as if we had no bones. Even Aunt Rose could not resist
the pull of the drums and we surrounded her gleefully.
“That’s right, Auntie, move it, move it, oh!”
We danced long into the night underneath the lanterns strung between the trees. Inside the house, the old ladies
moved their chairs so that they could observe us, and sat looking out, framed like pictures in the dining room
windows.
“No snake is more sinuous,” they said, “than a Yoruba girl dancing.”
*
The train on Sisi Bola’s wedding dress was very long, it seemed to me, and looked as if it might stretch the
length of Lagos Cathedral. Fortunately there were six pages to take care of it, and the chief page was making sure
they didn’t make any mistakes today, which was just as well, because yesterday at the rehearsal Uncle Henry, who
was in charge of all the arrangements, had had to reprimand them for playing the fool.
The inside of the cathedral was barely recognisable; the whole place had been transformed with flowers twined
around the pillars, which already had fruit and flowers carved on them. There was a capacity crowd just as there
had been when the banns were read, but today there were crowds outside also waiting on the pavement. They
cheered Sisi Bola when she arrived and they would still be waiting, I supposed, to see us leave. All the traffic in
the centre of town had had to be redirected and the policeman on the roundabout saluted us smartly when we
passed. Ebun and I saluted him back.
Ebun and I were side by side in the bride’s procession. Uncle Henry put us in the middle with Derin
because we were the three youngest; we were between the pages carrying the train and the three older
bridesmaids, who could keep an eye on us, Uncle Henry said, bringing up the rear. Yesterday at supper,
which we were allowed to stay up for, my father said to Uncle Henry that he hoped I wouldn’t do anything to
disgrace us all, and Uncle Henry said my father was unjust towards me.
So far everything was going well. This morning when she saw her, Grandma said Sisi Bola’s dress was a
triumph, and Aunt Rose said, but not so Grandma could hear, that the way it concealed Sisi Bola’s condition
was certainly a triumph. At any rate when she arrived in the church, judging from the gasps of admiration,
everyone appeared to think that Sisi Bola looked very well in her thirty yards of white silk brocade and lace.
Akin Ojo looked very well too in his morning coat and both of them made their responses nice and loud
when Bishop Wilson-Harris made them man and wife. I must say it was a relief when it was all over and we
were walking back down the aisle after signing the Register. I looked across at Mama and Grandma, and my
brother, who waved at me. I remembered just in time not to wave back.
At the reception, Mama pointed out to my father how well I’d behaved, but he only said that that was what
he would have expected. However in case tiredness on our part should lead to a deterioration in our standards
of behaviour, Grandma suggested that my brother and I, and the other two younger bridesmaids, be taken back
to the house early for a rest before the second party in the evening, but not, she said, before the speeches were
made and the telegrams read out and we’d had a taste of the six-tiered wedding cake.
I was happy to get back. I wanted to talk to Yowande, whom I hadn’t seen all day because of being a
bridesmaid, to ask her if it was true that Yetunde was sick. I overheard Alaba telling Patience this morning that
she’d been taken ill in the night.
Yowande was not in the street where I had expected to find her. Our street was closed off for the night, tables
and chairs had been set out there as well as in the courtyard and you could have heard the music I should think
from five miles away. I was dancing with Tunji because Mama said it was my duty to look after him. We were
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showered with money for our dancing, Tunji delightedly snatched it from our foreheads as soon as the people
sitting at the tables put it there, but it was for my dancing really.
I dragged him with me into the courtyard which was as bright as day, but I couldn’t just leave him, so I looked
around for the Foster pink and spotted Aunt Rose dancing by herself on the edge of the crowd.
“Aunt Rose,” I called, pulling Tunji with me, “look, I have a partner for you.”
I left him with Aunt Rose but I was afraid he’d lose the money so I took it from him. It was Aunt Rose who
said I’d give it back later, not me. As I ran off quickly I wondered how much money Yowande had made. I found
her at the top of the steps leading into the conservatory. We pushed our way into the house and counted our money
under the table in the dining room; she hadn’t made as much as me.
Yetunde was sick, she said, it was true. I said we should go and tell Nimota but Yowande said she was going to
carry on dancing.
I found Nimota out in the street dancing with Kemi. Her pink “up and down” was very tight and her bottom
stuck out like Table Mountain; you could balance a tea-tray on it, Patience said, but then she had no bottom at all.
“Nimota,” I said.
“What is it?”
“Bend down, I want to whisper in you ear.”
“Make it quick oh.”
“Yetunde is sick, the magic must be working.” I winked heavily and nodded my head in Kemi’s direction, just
in case she didn’t understand.
“What did you say?” Kemi asked me. I opened my mouth to tell him but Nimota clapped her hand across my
face and dragged me away.
“Shut your mouth or I go beat you!” I was surprised.
“I thought you’d be pleased,” I said.
“I don’t want your help!” Then, seeing my face, she put her arm around me and pointed towards Patience.
“Look, go help Patience over there, dancing with Ade.”
“All right, I’ll go and see if Patience wants anything.”
But when I approached her she wasn’t pleased to see me either. Hey ho, perhaps Aunt Grace needed me. I
picked up a piece of akara, took a bite and ran inside.
Grandpa did not come downstairs for the wedding celebrations. He laughed loudest when I told him about
Nimota and her spell, but he frowned when I told him that Aunt Grace had danced all night with Uncle Bode. He
should have come down, I told him, he would have enjoyed it.
“Grandma did, but she is exhausted now,” I said.
“Exhausted! That much enjoyment would have killed me.”
“Don’t be silly, Grandpa.” …
2.53 The Malaise Of Youth\fn{by Samuel Ifejika (1942-

)}

Eastern Region, Nigeria (M) 11

Seated deep in thought, a pipe in the mouth and thick aromic smokes spouting from each of his nostrils,
Professor Jeffrey Umunna (or simply Jeff to all) reclined in an arm-chair, and reflected on his experiences in the
States and the challenges now posed to him by his return.
Prof. had just returned to his country, Buwono, in the midst of an Emergency. He had been so long in the
United States—eleven years, to be precise—that he had been considered written off. His return had caught most
people by surprise, for no one who knew Jeff believed he would ever return to Buwono. The truth is that none
knew better than Jeff himself that “God’s own Country” was not his natural habitat, and that there was no rest for
him until he returned to his own “God given Country.” But Jeff was determined not to go back to Buwono until he
had acquired the highest degree of excellence and established himself as a practicing intellectual.
Times without number these two emotions—his desire to go home and his determination to attain an academic
pinnacle—struggled relentlessly for supremacy. Each time, however, the later emotion emerged victorious
because it had behind it urges charged by unpleasant memories of the past. As a boy he was a football
enthusiast\fn{I.e., a soccer player.} and devoted much time to it. In a society where the model boy was the studious
type, little Jeff was not a favorite of the elders of his community, though popular with his fans, mainly the youth,
who greeted his appearance with enthusiastic ovations. It is therefore understandable that the news that Jeff was
going to the United States for further studies was received by some people with downright pessimism.
Now Jeff was back, an accomplished intellectual. As he relaxed in his uncle’s house where he had been given a
flat, he swelled with enthusiasm and spirited confidence. And it was just at this juncture that his chain of mixed
thoughts was shattered as a call floated in from the open door.
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“Jeff! Jeff there?” Joe stopped at the door.
“Yes! Come on in,” replied Jeff recognizing his friend’s voice.
“Doing some hard thinking, I suppose.”
“Nothing serious,” replied Jeff straightening up. “Do sit down. Good you’ve come. I was just thinking of you.”
“What do you call that—thought dynamics or something? Now, wait a minute …”
“Telepathy?” suggested Joe.
“That's right, telepathy. That’s it, Coffee?”
“No thanks.”
“You sure?” queried Jeff. “It’s rather cold this evening.”
“I don’t want no coffee, thank you,” Joe drawled in a mock-mimikry of his friend’s nasal Afro-American
accent. “Had two cups not long ago.”
“Oh come off it, that’s not how we say it.”
They both laughed. Jeff sucked at his pipe. The light was out. He relit it.
Jonathan Ukachi deposited himself with a thud into a cozy double-seater near his life-long chum. The thick
smoke from the pipe engulfed him briefly.
“You were thinking of me, you said?”
“Yes.”
“What about?”
“Nothing in particular. Just the general situation,” said Jeff, pipe between his teeth.
“In the Country?”
“Yes.”
“How do I come in Jeff?”
“You’re in the Country.”
“Hmm?”
Jeff removed the pipe from his mouth and placed it on the side table.
“You’re young, Joe.”
“Hmm?”
“You have some good education.”
“Hmm? Hmm? I am aware of all that.”
“Damn it. Joe, can’t you see what I’m driving at?”
“I don’t know that I’ve been transformed from a practicing lawyer to a professional mind-reader.”
“Gosh!” exclaimed Prof. Umunna in exasperation.
“There’s no use goshing me. Take me along.”
“Look, the King has given people like you the chance of your lives. This is the Country’s finest hour.”
Jonathan Ukachi sighed.
“If I am young,” he said, “so are you. If I have some good education you have plenty of it. Why don’t you say
we.”
Jeff grinned. “Ok, we. As a matter of fact I meant we. To be serious, this is this Country’s finest hour.”
“I hope so,” said Joe, unimpressively.
“A new lease of life, that’s what King Basaka Benn has given this Country,” pursued Prof. Umunna fervently,
unaffected by his friend’s lack of enthusiasm. “Fantastic! That’s what I would call it. Dismissing those gangster
politicians, assuming absolute power and giving responsibility to young intellectuals. Man! It’s just like a thing
from the storybook. To think that it can happen in my Country in my life time and at this time of my life. That’s
what I’ve long dreamed of.” Prof. Jeffrey Umunna’s eyes, bright with animation, shone on Joe’s relaxed face, but
the latter regarded him without empathy.
Joe said casually, “The King should be above politics.”
“That’s what I call the right Monarchy in contemporary society,” announced Jeff. .
“How do you mean, now?”
“A Monarch is above politics, but this not withstanding, he would be failing in his duty to his subjects if he
should fold his arms and let the country totter to destruction. Above politics or not, this would be crass
irresponsibility. He must tear all red tapes into shreds when the interest of the nation is at stake. This is why he is
there and this is exactly what King Benn has done.”
Jonathan Ukachi nodded unimpressively.
Prof. Umunna frowned. “Now, Joe, what has come over you. You’ve become so goddamn pessimistic. You’re
not the fire brand Joe of violent student unionism I used to know before I left for the States.”
Jonathan laughed, “I am still Jonathan Ukachi.”
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“You’re not the guy who was nearly chucked into prison for leading undergraduate condemnation of the
rottenness of this Country. Where has all your nationalism gone?”
“I haven’t changed nothing,” stated Joe formally.
“Then what have you against what the King has done.”
"No, no, no. You get me wrong,” protested Joe. “I have nothing against the King’s action. He’s done the right
thing. What with the inconclusive election; the political impasse; the imminence of a civil war. No, no, no. I’m not
against the King’s interference.”
“What’s your problem then.”
“None!”
“What?” exclaimed Jeff.
“I have no problem.”
“You’re impossible.”
“Only—I’m not sure the King’s action is worth the trouble.”
“You’re impossible,” repeated Jeff. “I thought you were coming to my side.”
Joe said nothing.
“The young intellectuals will set this Country right.”
“I hope so.”
“With people like Dr. Igbe as Commissioners!”
“We shall see,” Joe said quietly.
An awkward silence descended on the twosome. Jeff watched his friend in thoughtful silence, Joe’s eyes roved
the room tactfully avoiding Jeff’s. Interest leapt into them for the first time as he noticed the new paintings on the
wall. He uncoiled himself from the two-seater, rose and began to examine the paintings.
Jeff picked his long forgotten pipe and began to empty it into an ash tray.
Joe said: “I’m trying to identify these paintings.”
Jeff continued to concentrate on his pipe. “By some famous Italian medieval artists, I think,” he said without
looking up.
“Exquisite!” exclaimed Joe.
“Farewell gifts from some American family friends.”
“Marvelous!”
“Rare paintings. I would have wept my eyes out if anything had happened to them in transit." Jeff’s eyes shone
as if washed in the river of Pactolus.\fn{ A river of Lydia in Asia Minor which yielded gold-bearing sand. A Greek legend
attributed the gold to Midas, who by bathing in the river was freed from the curse of the golden touch .}
“I bet you would,” said Joe,” seeing the way your eyes are shining. You sound like a connoisseur elated on his
subject.”
Prof. Umunna flushed and said: “Funny, I too was wondering when you developed such an artistic
temperament.”
Joe laughed, walking away from the walls. “I have a friend who’s coaching me on art appreciation. Desmas
Seki is his name. A physcicist. Loves paintings and worships great artists. I’ll bring him along one of these days.”
“Bring him over,” said Joe with enthusiasm. “He’s sure welcome.”
*
Joe sat in the padded chair in his office, a case file before him. For the third time he forcibly brought his mind
back to that file. But it would not stay. He tapped a pencil impatiently on the blotter.
Stacks of voluminous books, piled from floor to roof in his “Ukachi Chambers,” stood in silent sympathy with
his fleeting thoughts. Outside, a large sign board in garnishy inscriptions announced:

Jonathan Ukachi, Esq.
BL. LLB (Hons) (Ellysium)
LLM (London).
Solicitor and Advocate.

On a long bench in the outer chamber where his staff of subordinate lawyers and office men were working
furiously, at least ten groups of clients were waiting to see Joe. Mr. Ukachi was a successful lawyer by Buwono
standards. In fact if excellence should be judged by the number of clients who consulted a lawyer, Joe had the
most excellent practice in Wino, capital of Buwono.
Joe had taken his first degree in the University of Ellysium, one of the three universities of Buwono, with a
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very good degree programme in Law. His second degree programme had been completed Cum Laude in a London
school. His “Ukachi Chambers”was now two years old, and it was obvious that Joe had the most flourishing
practice in Wino.
Joe had been thinking of Jeff. One problem with Jeff was that he was too optimistic about everything in
Buwono. Having spent most of his time abroad, he was unschooled in local intrigue and dirty politics that was the
order of the day in a contemporary African society like Buwono. And this was where he, Joe, had the advantage.
Having spent his undergraduate years in Buwono and played leading roles in student agitations, he understood the
society only too well. He was well aware that any unwary true nationalist would be swallowed in the spitting
quagmire that seethed below the foundations of Buwono politics.
Joe still had his ideas about what was good for an Independent Republic of Buwono. Only he was not ready
yet to grapple with the mammoth forces that pinned the Country down in stagnation.
Joe had always admired Jeff’s imaginative vitality. In fact he was one with Jeff in his desire to sweep Buwono
of its filth. But alas, Jeff was too much in a haste!! Joe did not want to dampen Jeff’s enthusiasm either, for he
feared it might stay dampened for ever and Buwono would never benefit from Jeff’s talents and sincerity.
Joe sighed. He thought of the things that happened to him in his student days and sighed again.
The intercom on his table hummed into life and the impersonal articulate voice of his secretary said:
“Mr. Seki and another friend to see you, sir. Do I bring them in?”
Jonathan Ukachi pressed the button.
“Bring them in, Miss Chiso.”
“Yes sir,” the intercom said and died.
Desmas Seki sauntered into Joe’s office, an unlighted cigarette hanging forward at a comer between his lips.
His companion was Dr. Pius Oguchi, a university don. He was short and fat, and toddled when he should walk.
His head was flat and his face looked like he had been welcomed into this world with a punch as soon as he
landed into the delivery table.
“Morning Joe," greeted Desmas. “busy as usual?”
Mr. Ukachi stood up and shook hands with them.
“Sit down gentlemen.”
They sat across his enormous table. Desmas produced a packet of cigarettes from his breast pocket. “I know
none of you smokes; but just in case you made a new-day resolution this morning.” He waved the packet around.
Jonathan shook his head in refusal.
Dr. Oguchi made an ugly face at the packet and recoiled positively from it as if it was a cobra. “Don’t touch
the stuff. It’s bourgeois. It savors of affluence and it’s an enemy of the masses.”
Desmas struck a match and lit his cigarette.
“Doc, no lectures today?” Joe asked.
“Suspended for a more pressing need.”
“The Joint Action Committee of Trade Unions had a meeting today. I had to address them.”
Desmas removed the cigarette from his lips, and amid a cloud of smoke asked:
“What are you fellows joint-actioning against this time. You’re always agitating against one thing or the other.”
Dr. Oguchi scowled at him. “You are not politically conscious. I know it. So don’t keep reminding me.”
Desmas pulled gently at his cigarette with obvious gust. A smile lighted his face. He said:
“Look Doc, you’ll get high blood pressure one of these days worrying about things that don’t concern you.”
If looks could kill, Desmas Seki would have dropped dead then and then.
Dr. Oguchi snarled: “You belong there; the intellectual bourgeoisie. The most dangerous class. And the tragedy
is, the King has given power to the likes of you.” He shrugged his enormous shoulders in unmitigated disgust.
“Poor suffering masses,” he lamented, “your chains have grown more sophisticated.”
Jonathan Ukachi watched the pair with quiet detachment.
Desmas Seki said nothing immediately. He took a long suck, brought the cigarette to the level of his eyes and
blew a thick cloud of smoke. It was yet half gone but he crushed it in the ash tray on the table and taking another
stick from the packet, stuck it between his lips. He retrieved a stick of match, made to strike it and changed his
mind.
He said pleadingly, “Lets talk of more pleasant things, Doc. I don’t have the nerves for this kind of talk.” He
turned to Mr. Ukachi. “Remember those paintings, Joe? You promised to take me to see them at Prof. Umunna’s.”
“We’ll make it sometime,” Joe promised.
“I got some more Beethovens, Joe. Heavenly pieces. You must come and listen—and fancy me forgetting! I’ve
got some more slides of Swiss mountains in winter! Absolutely heavenly! Now that makes it a must. You will
come over this evening.”
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“I’ll try.” Joe said non-committantly.
“I think we’d better leave you to attend to your clients, Joe,” Desmas said, pushing the chair back and rising.
“Doc, I’ve asked a chick to prepare some liver. It’s a special treat. If you don’t mind let's go and relax and
wash it down with some sweating bottles of Star.”
Disgust radiated from Dr. Oguchi’s rotund frame.
“Meat! When the masses are suffering! Bah.”
*
Mr. Jonathan Ukachi replaced the receiver. He felt annoyed at the effort he had to make to hear what Jeff was
saying. One annoying thing with Wino telephone system, he thought irritably, is that you have to strain your ears,
to hear; and shout, to be heard. He wondered what it was that Jeff was so heated up about. He wouldn’t even
discuss it over the telephone. Of course Jeff was always heated up about things. But what could be so important
that Jeff would not even hint over the telephone?
“Don’t press me, Joe,” Jeff had stated firmly. “Meet me at Hotel Bonanza.”
Jonathan Ukachi dressed up and went out.
Prof. Jeff Umunna was presiding over a bottle of beer when Joe arrived. The shaded light of the Hotel lounge
cast a crimson hue on everything that came within the compass of its gentle rays.
Joe sat down across the table.
“I must have one on you, Jeff, for disturbing my peace.”
Jeff raised a finger and when the waiter came, said: “Two beers.” The waiter went off. To Joe he said: “I’ll give
you two.”
The waiter brought the drinks, opened the bottles, poured Joe a foaming glass of the golden liquor, and went
away.
Joe drained the glass, refilled it and ran the back of his hand across his lips.
He said: “Spare me the suspense.”
“I’ve been appointed Professor of Economics,” announced Prof. Umunna.
“How about that? Where?”
“University of Buwono.”
“A thousand congratulations”
“Does it surprise you?”
“In a way, yes.”
“Meaning what? I’m not qualified?”
“Grow up man. You know what I mean.”
“I don’t. Honestly.”
Joe said quietly: “This is a funny place. You might have all the qualifications for the job and still a lesser
person takes it. Anyway you’ve got it. Why bother ourselves with what might have been but was not.”
The professor sipped his beer and said nothing. Joe raised his glass to follow suit but stopped short in mid-air.
“By the way,” he said suddenly, “I don’t see what’s so confidential about this that you won’t even mention
over the phone. The way you turned all secretive, I thought you were planning a coup or something.”
Jeff continued to sip his beer thoughtfully.
“That’s the point,” he said slowly. “It never rains but it pours, they say. This morning I got another letter of
appointment. Guess where it came from.”
“I won’t.”
“Just try.”
“Please.”
“The Commissioner for Economic Development himself.”
“Dr. Igbe?”
“Yes.”
“What’s the appointment?”
“Chairman of the newly proposed Committee for Development Planning. C.D.P., they call it.”
“A temporary Committee, I infer?”
“Yes; in the sense that it will last only for the Emergency period.”
“Which could end tomorrow,” proffered Joe.
“Or in ten years,” added Jeff.
Joe was silent.
Jeff continued: “Moreover he assured me that the Government would never fail to find new and challenging
assignments for a person of my background and qualification.”
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Joe refilled both glasses, taking his time.
Jeff stood up, and with hands deep in his baggy American trousers, paced the floor of the lounge. Luckily most
of the customers were at the bar and they were the sole occupants of the lounge.
“My problem,” he said, “is: which of the two jobs to accept. This is the important discussion I wanted to hold
with you.”
He returned to his seat and sat down.
Joe clutched the nape of his neck with his right palm, and said nothing for a while. He smiled and gazed
steadily at the floor. Then he looked up at his friend. And said:
“I can see your problem. Now let’s consider both offers very carefully. I have a question for you. Tell me—
which of the two parties will pay better.”
“The Government of course. But there’s greater security in the University.”
“You are a practicing intellectual. Security apart, there’s honor there.”
“No, not really,” protested the professor. “I don’t want to be an intellectual recluse, academic honor or
satisfaction or not. Practice … that’s what appeals to me. I would want to transform my education to practical
terms—into giving solutions to the society’s problems.”
“It looks like your mind is made up, Jeff.”
“No. You get me wrong. Listen. This country is undergoing an Emergency. With a young, energetic ruler, and
young intellectuals in office, it does seem to me as if there is hope for Buwono at last. I’m not interested in the
money. I’m prepared to run the risk in regard to security. But I feel duty bound not to reject this opportunity to
help rebuild this nation. They want me, Joe.”
Joe shrugged: “Just be sure they would want you long enough. I understand this society. I was cooked here,
Jeff. It’s all politics—rotten politics. Your problem will be your altruism. You don’t understand. You are too
idealistic.”
Prof. Umunna said impatiently, “Joe what are your talking about? There is a new government under your
intellectuals.”
“I’ve heard all this before.”
“Does it not make a difference? I am particularly attracted by the prospect of working with Dr. Dazzle Igbe.
You know him!”
“Do I know him!!”
“Then what’s eating you? In his student days he was a leader like you, and led the ‘Committee Two’ which had
such lofty ideals like cleaning up the society. You know that, Joe.”
“I know that,” affirmed Joe Ukachi. “And what is more, I know the experience of this country—indeed of
Africa. Young men shout themselves hoarse while at school. Once out of it, they go the way of others.”
There was silence. Each grabbed his own glass of beer and gulped some good quantity of liquor in one draught
as if to wash down the over-crowding sentiments of the past fifty minutes—for so long had their discussion lasted.
For a while both men were wrapped in thought.
Then Jeff said: “One more thing, Joe. I called Mr. Igbe and gave him a condition under which I would accept
the appointment.”
“Hmm?”
“I demanded to pick the six members of the Committee.”
“And what did he say?”
“He refused.”
“Naturally.”
“But in the end we agreed that I should appoint two members. How about coming in with me, Joe?”
“No!” Joe’s tone was emphatic and Jeff immediately saw the futility of pressing the offer.
Joe said: “Why don’t you take Dr. Oguchi. He might have something to offer from his socialist ideas. Desmas
too. He’s not an economist, but at least he has no political ambitions. Moreover his scientific training will be
useful.”
Jeff thought that over.
“That’s a good suggestion,” he said slowly. “But what about Doc’s lectureship.”
“He could take a study leave, and this I can arrange.”
“I’ll talk to them.”
They both drained their cups and stood up.
*
“Take it back to the office,” barked Dr. Dazzle Igbe at the messenger without even bothering to touch the file.
“It can wait! Understand?”
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“Yes, Sir!”
“No matter how important, I must not be bothered in my house, Ok?”
“Yes sir.” The messenger bowed out.
The Commissioner followed him with angry eyes.
Mr. Janus Gabble, Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Economic Development, said: “All this so called state
duties, a guy can’t even be allowed to enjoy himself.”
The Commissioner sighed and smiled wryly. They were playing cards.
The room was stuffy with the smell of smoke. On the side tables were ash trays piled full with cigarette stubs
and ash. Empty packets of cigarette littered the floor. Besides the ash trays were cocktail glasses filled with
crimson brandy. And sharing the carpeted floor with the empty cigarette packets were empty bottles of wine.
The other occupants of the room were Mr. Iberibe Chijioke, Janus Gabble’s Administrative Secretary, and four
young girls. Mr. Chijioke was a flabby man of average height, about 50, with a bald forehead. And old timer with
twenty years of civil service experience, he had somehow contrived to save enough money to sponsor his
university education in the United States only a few years back.
Mr. Janus Gabble was a heavily bearded young man of about 36, with restless eyes. Educated at University of
Buwono and a journalist by profession, he loved to be identified as a socialist revolutionary.
Both men got their present appointments when Dr. Igbe came to power six months before.
The Commissioner said, “Let’s talk of more important things. E. Z., how was last night? Enjoyed yourself?”
Iberibe laughed uproariously. “Watch it, Dazzle. You’re not suggesting anything I hope. I’m married you know
—happily too.”
“Oh shit!” cried Janus. “I’m married too. But can’t a guy have a jolly good evening in good company?”
“As a matter of fact,” said Dr. Igbe, “you married men ought to leave the girls for us bachelors.”
“And as a matter of fact, Daz,” cut in Jane Belunde, one of the girls, “it’s high time you got married.”
They all laughed.
“But you won’t accept me, Jane.”
“Oh, Daz, but you haven’t even proposed.”
Dr. Igbe smiled and eyed the girls around him. “We’ll discuss that,” he said. “I and everyone of you.
Privately.”
They laughed again.
The three men bestrode the card table, while the girls curled on the carpeted floor at their feet.
Although it was just after noon-lunch time, in fact, the rooms were darkened because a heavy rain was
threatening and bilious clouds floated in the sky. The heavy blinds were not drawn. A man-servant appeared
discreetly, switched on the lights, and disappeared.
The florescent light flooded the room, illuminating its poshness. There had been a party there the previous
night. Nothing was being celebrated, though. Just one of the series of parties held every weekend by members of
this group to satisfy their convivial and bacchanalian temperaments.
Mr. Gabble dropped his cards on the table and yawned.
“If you will oblige, Dazzle,” he began, “Eh—I’m sorry—the Honorable Commissioner—”
“Now—” protested the Commissioner.
“I beg your pardon,” apologized the Permanent Secretary, “no fun intended. What I was about saying is that
my round tummy can take a good square meal. If there’s anything to eat, let’s have it.”
“Supported,” cheered Zelda, another of the girls.
“All right, all right,? agreed Dazzle, “Lunch we shall have and—”
There was a peremptory knock at tile door. Almost immediately, it swung open.
“Oh. I was so sure of finding you here,” announced Bosy Neil, a large brief case in hand, as he squeezed in his
heavy frame with unexpected agility.
Neil was a member of the now functioning C.D.P. He was beefy, towering, thick-necked, and a business
tycoon. His complexion was ebony black and somehow he reminded you of Dr. Oguchi; only he was much taller,
and nature was more kind with his facial features.
He took a few giant strides that brought him immediately to a seat. He removed his coat and heaved himself
into the seat, grinning at everybody. The seat creaked under his weight.
An island of sweat patched his large shirt at the armpit. He produced a large handkerchief and began to mop
his drenched face and fleshy neck.
“The C.D.P. is meeting tomorrow,” he announced.
“C.D.P. can wait,” ruled the Comnussioner and stood up. “Food first. To the lunch table, ladies and
gentlemen.”
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They ate amid chit-chats and gossips.
At the end of the meal, the Commissioner passed cigarettes round, lit his last, and said casually: “Ladies, men’s
talk on hand. Would you please relax at the sitting room and enjoy some female gossip while we’re on.”
When the ladies left., he said seriously:
“This C.D.P. meeting tomorrow, it’s about the siting of the factory, I suppose.”
Neil nodded. “That’s what I came to see you about. The Inititute for Development planning sent in their
recommendations yesterday.”
“I know, I know,” affirmed Dr. Igbe. “I saw the goddamn report. It was in that file that the messenger brought
in,” he added turning to the others. “I didn’t bother to read it, ’cause I had a general idea what it would be.”
“The report says the factory should be sited in either Port Kaleb or James Town. Prefers Port Kaleb because of
its rich limestone deposit. James Town has timson, one of the sandy materials used for the manufacture of cement,
but its problem is accessibility.”
“Isn’t it obvious?” asked Dr. Igbe.
“What do you say then?” inquired Neil.
“What I say!” repeated the Commissioner. He leaned forward at the dining table. “Everybody listen to what I
am going to say. This Emergency period will end someday. I’ve got to think of that day. The conventional
politicians will come back to power. I want to be one of them. This is my only opportunity to lay the foundation
for that. I want that cement factory in Port Nima because it’s going to be my constituency.
“Of course, I don’t forget my friends. If I’m in power, you all are. Bosy, you continue to get the contracts. E. Z.
and Gabble, you retain your positions and,” he spread his large hands and smiled, “haven’t we been having a nice
time in the past six months. This apart, Bosy and Gabble, we are one, aren’t we? Ofia and Igwe are all in Port
Nima. Shall we forget our mothers’ kitchens?”
They all nodded in approval. Bosy scratching his forehead then asked:
“How d’you suggest I get about it?”
The Commissioner spread his large hands again. “I wouldn’t know the details. I want results. You are a
business man. Use your acumen. Do some night calls on the members. Leave the rest to me. The result—I don’t
want any problem from the C.D.P. See to it that your meeting tomorrow ends in a suitable decision.”
“Prof. Umunna is going to be a problem,” said Bosy contemplatively.
Dr. Igbe shook his head.
“I don’t think so. Like all American products he won’t object to some—er—compensations for his—er—cooperation. I did hint it to him when he got the job, and I have no doubt the message struck home.”
“I protest—” began Iberibe.
“Ah—you. I even forgot you’re one of Uncle Sam’s products. But you’re different; you are Stalin personified,”
Dazzle teased.
Iberibe laughed his noisy laugh. “I’d sooner abandon my reorganization,” he declared, “than be a Communist.”
“Which reminds me,” Gabble said, “the guy to watch is that Dr. Oguchi.”
“He’s a rabble rouser,” said Iberibe. “I wonder what got into the prof. to bring him into that committee.”
They rejoined the girls at the sitting room.
“I’m taking a leave tomorrow,” announced the Commissioner.
“Going anywhere?”
“No. Right here.”
“Work?”
“Can wait. I want you two girls here tomorrow morning. Eight o’clock. Jane and Zelda.”
“Our work,” protested Zelda.
“Your boss will oblige,” assured Dr. Igbe, eyeing Chijioke. Jane said: “I was absent last week. I may suffer for
it.”
“When I’m here?”
“Indirectly.”
“How?”
“Promotion-wise.”
“The career girls,” teased Dazzle.
“But Daz, we have to think of our careers, don’t we?”
“Not now.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m the big boss.” said Dr. Dazzle Igbe with dignity. The girls said nothing.
“Want me to demonstrate it?” asked the Commissioner.
“But Daz, dear—” began Jane.
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Dr. Igbe, the Commissioner cut in.
“E. Z. take note,” he said to the Administrative Secretary. “Immediate pay rise for the girls.”
Chijioke shrugged and laughed. “Ok by me,” he said.
“Inform their heads of department and Accounts too.”
“All right, Chief,” accented Chijioke. “I’ll just fit it into my reorganization.”
“But,” qualified the Commissioner meaningfully, “it takes effect after tomorrow.”
*
The next day was Tuesday. The Committee for Development Planning had met usually on Tuesday, fortnightly
—at 11 a.m. That was the case this bright morning. Agenda! The siting of the proposed cement factory. Bosy had
done his home work. Some business sense made him not to approach both Seki and Dr. Oguchi.
This morning, all the members were there. The Chairman of the Committee, Professor Jeffrey Umunna
unsuspectingly expected a brief meeting. For the topic, although quite an important one, was such that the
conclusions of experts should have to play the overriding role.
Professor Jeffrey made informal, brief remarks. “You already know the subject of today’s meeting and I
suppose all of you have the I.D.P. report. I believe you have all read it. In that case, our job this morning will have
been much simplified.”
“If there is no adverse comment,” he continued, “then we pass a resolution and end the meeting. Except of
course, there are other arisings.”
All was quiet. Bosy Neil yawned and moved heavily to regulate the air-conditioner.
“With your permission, gentlemen”" He sat down again, his eyes half-closed, and seating back. Professor
Umunna again spoke up.
“Gentleman, the decision is yours. You have the facts.”
Some minutes silence. Then Bosy Neil said: “Excuse me, Mr. Chairman, just a few comments.
The Chairman said: “Go on please,” and lit his pipe.
“As I can see,” began Bosy, “the recommendation of the I.D.P. was for either Port Kaleb or James Town. It
made no rooms for other places. We have to be sure we are thinking in all directions. You see, I don’t think it is
prudent to jostle all the industries in one place. But Port Kaleb already has too many industries. The
recommendation has already canceled out James Town because of non-accessibility.”
“That is not strictly correct,” said Desmas. “But assuming you follow the recommendation, didn’t the I.D.P.
recommend Port Kaleb?”
“I have already spoken about that,” Bosy continued. “Supposing there is a war, you’ll find it is not common
sense to locate all the industries in one place. For strategic reasons, this should not be done.”
“We are not expecting a war,” remarked Seki.
“But it’s good to think of the future—to think the worst and plan for it,” countered Dr. Oguchi. “We have to
mobilize the masses against any armed aggression.”
“O.K. what towns do you have in mind,” said Desmas Seki, irritably.
“No. No, no, no, I don’t think it has come to that,” Professor Umunna said elatedly. “I think I would be failing
in my duty if I refrain from making my opinion clear on this. I do not think that I will ever subscribe to any
attempt to come to a conclusion on this other than on economic grounds. No other towns in this country have the
necessary raw materials, the natural resources needed for the manufacture of cement-limestone and timsonexcept Port Kaleb and James Town. In the light of the I.D.P. report which you have, Port Kaleb had appeared to
me the obvious choice—the only choice. Moreover, as the report indicated, although it did not state in details,
there are other economic reasons why Port Kaleb should be chosen. Like—the enormous population which that
town has; the large skilled man-power; the cheap labor market; the easy accessibility, and so on. Furthermore, the
German firm that had made an earlier survey, and that might be given the contract, is much inclined against every
other persuasion, in having the factory built at Port Kaleb.”
He paused, his face looking quite serious, his frame shaking. He concluded”
“If we should vote for any other place than, at least, the two places in the report, you might as well regard the
tenure of my office as spent.”
For a while all was silent.
Then gradually came a rustling sound of dissent and hissing.
“Ok.,” said Prof. Jeffrey, \”If you still insist on further debate, Mr. Neil, tell us then—which town?”
“Port Nima,” he said readily.
“Incredible!” shouted Mr. Seki. “It won’t even fit the landscape. Just imagine such a scenery.”
There was a very long silence.
Then Bosy said quickly, “Let’s vote on it gentlemen,” He spoke with authority.
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Professor Umunna sucked furiously at his pipe, jerked it out, stared unbelievingly at Neil and forgot to exhale
the smoke so that it exuded on its own, planlessly.
“Do you now want to tell me,” he said evenly, “that we should vote on a matter so obvious, so simple, so
clear.”
“Why not?” demanded the businessman. “If there is a difference of opinion amongst members of a committee
of this sort, the only obvious thing is to vote. It’s simple, isn’t it?”
“This is not a parliament and we’re not here to play politics. The matter is not debatable. As a special
committee we are bound to draw our conclusion from reports compiled by the best of the Country’s experts on the
subject. ‘
“And supposing we can’t arrive at a conclusion?”
“No voting on this issue,” ruled the Chairman.
“But Professor Umunna,” said Neil, “you have no power to over rule.”
Prof. Jeff. Umunna packed his papers. “I am not a politician; I will not be one. Nothing useful will result from
a further discussion of this issue here. I hereby declare this meeting closed. I will communicate my conclusion to
the Minister.”
“The meeting continues,” announced Bosy Neil. “The voting will take place, Chairman or no Chairman.”
Prof. Umunna strode out.
Dr. Oguchi heaved to his feet, his ugly face exuding disgust. “That’s one thing with this democracy.
Unnecessary arguments.” He toddled out of the room, and banged the door real hard.
No one else moved.
Desmas continued to puff at his cigarette with obvious enjoyment. Bosy Neil assumed the Chair and called for
votes on the issue of site for the proposed factory.
The vote was four to one in favor of Port Nima. The lone vote was Desmas Seki’s.
*
Professor Jeffrey Umunna got home, summoned his friend, and told him the story.
“The point is, what do you do next?” Joe asked when Jeff was through.
“Why, see the Commissioner immediately. I have to reshuffle that committee immediately. I can’t work with
idiots. You don’t play politics with such issues.”
Jeff began to pace the room, hands deep in his pockets.
“That Bosy fellow,” he spat, “lousy idiot. Either he goes or I go. Can’t work with his like.”
The telephone rang.
Jeff stopped abruptly, stalked to it, grabbed the receiver and said: “Hello. Prof. Umunna.” He listened for a
while and said finally: “I’ll be there,” and dropped the receiver.
Joe looked enquiringly at him.
“Commissioner wants to see me,” Jeff said in answer to Joe’s unspoken question. “And good a thing too,
’cause Buwono cannot tolerate this sort of thing.”
Joe said: “You see him first, you might be surprised. I’ll be right here till you’re back.”
Dr. Igbe was playing cards with his Permanent Secretary, Janus Gabble when Jeff was ushered into his posh
home.
“Oh you’re here,” he said, “Good. Sit down. We have a little matter to discuss with you. I guess we’ll have to
be here. The girls are in the bedroom.”
Prof. Umunna said: “As a matter of fact, I was intending to come and see you on a matter of grave national
importance.”
The Minister waved his hand a little impatiently. “I know. I know—is it not what happened at the C.D.P.
meeting this morning?”
“You know already?” exclaimed Jeff in obvious surprise.
“Sure. And what transpired after you left,” said Dr. Igbe calmly.
“After I’d left? Why? I dismissed the meeting.”
“No, you didn’t. You just walked out. The meeting continued. As a matter of fact the issue was voted on and it
was four to one for Port Nima. The report is here.”
“No one but me has a right: to send reports to you.”
The Commissioner picked a pack of cigarettes from the table casually and passed it to Jeff.
“No thanks.”
Dr. Igbe took a cigarette, lit it for himself and tossed the pack at Gabble. Gabble caught it expertly and
proceeded to select one for himself.
Dr. Igbe said calmly:
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“Prof. Umunna, I’m afraid we have to accept that report.”
For a full minute, Jeff was speechless.
He said: “I do not recognize the signature on that report.”
Dr. Igbe’s lips curled in a faint smile that was transparently cynical.
“It’s me who does the recognizing, Prof. Umunna,” he said. “I put you there, you remember.”
Shocked understanding dawned on Jeff.
“I see,” he said.
“You don’t,” said the Minister.
“Meaning what?” demanded Jeff.
Dr. Igbe blew a jet of smoke into space. When he spoke next his voice was less sarcastic, but still carried its
dissembling arrogance.
“Well, Prof. There’s really nothing to be gained in being difficult. Play the ball like the guy I think you are. We
want that factory in Port Nima. You can’t understand. But you won’t regret any co-operation you give. I assure
you. Just sign your signature on that report. I’m anxious to retain your services for a long, long time.
“What do you say?” demanded Gabble.
Prof. Umuna rose to his feet.
“No comments. And good evening gentlemen.”
He walked out.
*
Prof. Umunna was all introspection all the way home and the question “Could it be true?” banged away in his
mind with annoying monotony.
True to his promise, Joe Ukachi was patiently waiting for him.
“I didn’t expect you so soon,” he said as Jeff came in.
Jeff said nothing. He slumped into a chair, tired, physically, mentally-spiritually.
Joe asked: “So, what?”
“I’m going to resign immediately.”
“What happened?” Jeff told him.
“I still find it difficult to believe,” Jeff concluded with emotion.
Joe said, “Believe anything here.”
“Bloody nitwits,” blurted Jeff, very sorely.
“I told you,” Joe said. “This place stinks.”
“We blamed the old politicians. What defence or excuse can we give for the much vaunted angry youth?”
“It’s most disappointing,” agreed Joe.
“Not just that,” said Jeff, “It’s scandalous. It’s preposterous and the sooner I get done with my resignation the
better.”
He tore off a sheet from the pad on the table and scribbled furiously.
Ten minutes later, he looked up and said: “It’s only a draft but I’d better read you the last paragraph. Listen.
No man of honor in my position would stay in office after receiving such a raw and brutal treatment. I am therefore
left with no alternative than to resign my appointment as Chairman of the Committee for Development Planning. When
I returned from the States, I had felt the burning need for service. I interpreted my invitation to chairman the C.D.P. as a
challenge to serve my Country at a time of National Emergency and felt compelled to accept the appointment. I do not
intend to hawk my experience and expertise. I wish I could conclude on a note of hope for the future of Buwono, but
find it impossible to do so. All I can sincerely hope is: God help Buwono

“Sounds historical doesn’t it?”
“Carefully worded,” agreed Jonathan Ukachi.
Jeff was still recopying the letter when a messenger from the Ministry for Economic Development brought in a
letter for him. The messenger produced a note book. Would Prof. J. Umunna sign for the letter please?
When he left, Jeff tore the envelope. Two paragraphs, dressed in bureaucratic style and signed by the
Administrative Secretary.
I am directed to inform you that with effect from today, Wednesday, 25th June, 1968, you are suspended from office
as Chairman, Committee for Development Planning. In view of my reorganization programme …
Your faithful servant,
B.J. Iberibe
Administrative Secretary
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Jeff tossed the note to Joe who anxiously and quickly pored over it. A long silence ensued.
“You’re not surprised, are you?” asked Joe.
“Not in the least,” said Jeff. “I expected it. But it doesn’t matter now, does it?”
“Of course not. This Iberibe fellow. He’s obsessed by the word reorganization.”
“We’ll send up the resignation.”
“Yes, I will.”
“And copy <to> the Head of State.”
“And pray for Buwono.”
“What hope, Africa?”
76.212 A Man Needs Many Wives\fn{by Buchi Emecheta aka Florence Onye (19446

)} Yaba,

Lagos State, Nigeria (F)

Humans, being what we are, tend to forget the most unsavory experiences of life, and Nnu Ego\fn{ The
protagonist in the novel, whose greatest solace at the beginning of the book was her faith that she might eventually attain the joys of
motherhood.} and her sons forgot all the suffering they had gone through when Nnaife\fn{ Nnu Ego’s second husband—
her first rejected her for bearing him no children after their first one inexplicably died—whom she accept sight unseen, proved to be both
sexually insatiable and repulsive. She nevertheless bore him several children; and when we join the action in this episode, she has achieved
a certain relative security.} was away.
The first important thing to attend to was the celebration at which they would give their new child a name. All the
Ibuza people living in Yaba, Ebute Metta and in Lagos island itself were called to the feast. Palm wine flowed like
the spring water from Ibuza streams. People sang and danced until they were tired of doing both. To cap it all,
Nnaife brought plentiful supplies of the locally made alcohol called ogogoro which he discreetly poured into
bottles labeled “Scotch Whisky”. He assured Nnu Ego that he had seen the white men for whom he worked on the
ship drinking this whisky. Nnu Ego had asked wide-eyed, “Why do they call our ogogoro illicit? Many of my
father’s friends were jailed just because they drank it.”
Nnaife laughed, the bitter laugh of a man who had become very cynical, who now realized that in this world
there is no pure person. A man who in those last months had discovered that he had been revering a false image
and that under white skins, just as under black ones, all humans are the same. “If they allowed us to develop the
production of our own gin, who would buy theirs?” he explained.
Ours is even stronger and purer—more of the thing. I saw them drink it on their ships at Fernando Po.”
\fn{Fernando Po Island, part of Equatorial Guinea, off the coast of Cameroon.}
So on the day his baby boy was named, Nnaife served his guests with lots and lots of ogogoro and his guests
marveled at the amount of money he was spending, for they thought they were drinking spirits which came all the
way from Scotland. They did not think of doubting him, since most ship crew members brought all sorts of things
home with them. Their masters, not able to buy these workers outright, made them work like slaves anyway, and
allowed them to take all the useless goods which were no longer of any value to them. They were paid—paid
slaves—but the amount was so ridiculously small that many a white Christian with a little conscience would
wonder whether it was worth anybody’s while to leave a wife and family and stay almost a year on a voyage. Yet
Nnaife was delighted. He was even hopeful of another such voyage. But on the day of his child’s naming
ceremony he spent a great portion of the money he brought home. He and his family had been without for so long
that the thought of saving a little was pushed into the background.
Nnu Ego, that thrifty woman, threw caution to the winds and really enjoyed herself this time. She bought four
different kinds of outfit, all cotton from the U. A. C. store. One outfit was for the morning, another for the
afternoon, when the child was given the name Adim, Adimabua meaning “now I am two”. Nnaife was telling the
world that now he had two sons, so he was two persons in one, a very important man. She had another outfit for
the late afternoon, and a costly velveteen one for the evening. This was so beautiful that even those women who
had been her helpers in time of want looked on enviously. But she did not care; she was enjoying herself. Not to
be outdone, Oshia and his father changed their clothes as many times as Nnu Ego. It was one of the happiest days
of her life.
A month after that, Oshia started to attend the local mission school, Yaba Methodist. This made him very
proud, and he didn’t tire of displaying his khaki uniform trimmed with pink braid. Nnu Ego sold off the spoils
from her husband’s ship over the next few months, and with this they were able to live comfortably.
Nnaife was developing a kind of dependence on his battered guitar. He would sing and twang on the old box,
visiting one friend after another, and not thinking at all of looking for another job. “They promised to send for
me,” he said. “They said as soon as they were ready to sail again they would send for me.”
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Nnu Ego was beginning to realize something else. Since he had come back, Nnaife had suddenly assumed the
role of the lord and master. He had now such confidence in himself that many a time he would not even bother to
answer her questions. Going to Fernando Po had made him grow away from her. She did not know whether to
approve of this change or to hate it. True, he had given her enough housekeeping money, and enough capital in the
form of the things he brought from Fernando Po, but still she did not like men who stayed at home all day.
“Why don’t you go to Ikoyi and ask those Europeans if they have another domestic work for you, so that when
they are ready to sail you will go with them?”
“Look, woman, I have been working night and day non-stop for eleven months. Don’t you think I deserve a
little rest?”
“A little rest? Surely three months is a long time to rest? You can look for something while you are waiting for
them.”
If Nnu Ego went further than that he would either go out for the rest of the day or resort to his new-found
hobby, the twanging of Dr. Meers’s old guitar. She decided to let him be for a while. After all, they still had
enough money to pay for the rent. She also made sure of another term’s fees for Oshia. She was now able to have
a modest permanent stall of her own, at the railway yard, instead of spreading her wares on the pavement outside
the yard. Oshia was helping, too. After school, he would sit by his mother’s stand in front of the house, selling
cigarettes, paraffin, chopped wood, and clothes blue. His mother would let him off to go and play with his friends
as soon as she had finished washing and clearing the day’s cooking things from the kitchen.
On one such evening, she sat with her neighbors in front of the house by the electric pole which provided light
for yards around the house. Adim, Oshia’s little brother, was now four months old, and he was propped upwith
sand around him to support his back, so he would learn how to sit up straight. He kept flopping on the sand like a
bundle of loosely tied rags, much to the amusement of all. Nnu Ego had her stand by her, with her wares
displayed, and Iyawo Itsekiri had started selling pork meat in a glass showcase. Another woman from the next
yard had a large tray full of bread, so in the evenings the front of the house at Adam Street looked like a little
market.
The women were thus happily occupied when they heard the guitar-playing Nnaife coming home. This was a
surprise because when he went out these days he would not return until very late, sometimes in the early hours of
the morning.
“Look,” Iyawo Itsekiri pointed out to Nnu Ego, who was trying to make sure she was not seeing things. “Look,
your husband is early today. Is something wrong?”
“Maybe he has decided to make use of his home this evening, for a change. And look at the group of friends he
has with him. Are they going to have a party or something? Even our old friend Ubani is with them. I haven’t seen
him for a long time.” With this statement, Nnu Ego forgot her husband’s inadequacies and rushed enthusiastically
to welcome their friends. They were equally glad to see her. Nnaife didn’t stop twanging his guitar throughout the
happy exchanged. Nnu Ego showed off her children and Ubani remarked how tall Oshia was growing and told
Nnu Ego that his wife Cordelia would be pleased to know that he had seen them all looking so well.
“Oh, so you didn’t tell her you were coming here tonight?”
“Few men tell their women where they are going,” Nnaife put in, trying to be funny.
“I did not tell Cordelia that I would be seeing you all because I met your husband by accident in Akinwunmi
Street, having a nice evening with some of his friends, so we all decided to come here and see you.”
There was a kind of constraint on the faces of their visitors, she thought, though Nnaife did not seem to notice
anything, but she was becoming uneasy. None the less, she said airily, “Please come in, come inside. Oshia, you
mind the stand. I shall not be long.”
Nnu Ego noticed that only Ubani was making an effort to talk. The others, Nwakusor, Adigwe, and Ijeh, all
men from Ibuza living around Yaba, looked solemn. Well, there was little she could do to alleviate their glumness,
though she was going to try. She gave them some kolanut and brought out cigarettes and matches. Nnaife added
his ever-present ogogoro, and soon the gathering resembled a party. After the prayers, Nwakusor gave a small tot
of ogogoro to Nnaife, and another to his wife. When he urged them to drink it, Nnu Ego sensed that something
was very wrong. These men were there to break bad news. All the same, like a good woman, she must do what
she was told, she must not question her husband in front of his friends. Her thoughts went to her father, who was
now aging fast, and her heart pounded in fear. She started to shiver, but drank the home-made alcohol with a big
gulp. She coughed a little, and this brought a smile to the faces of the men watching her. Nnu Ego was a good
wife, happy with her lot.
Nwakusor cleared his throat, forcing furrows on to his otherwise smooth brow., He addressed Nnaife in the full
manner, using his father’s name Owulum. He reminded him that the day a man is born into a family, the
responsibilities in that family are his. Some men were lucky in that they had an elder brother on whose shoulders
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the greater part of the responsibility lay. His listeners confirmed this by nodding in mute assent. It was an
accepted fact.
“Now, you, Nnaife, until last week were one of those lucky men. But now, that big brother of yours is no more
…”
Nnaife who all this time had kept his old guitar on his knee, waiting for Nwakusor to finish his speech so that
he could start one of the songs he had learned during his short stay at Fernando Po, threw the instrument on the
cemented floor. The pathetic clang it made died with such an echo of emptiness that all eyes hypnotically
followed its fall, and then returned to Nnaife, who let out one loud wail. Then there was silence. He stared at his
friends with unseeing eyes. As Nnu Ego recovered from the shock of the loud guitar the news began to register.
So that was it. Nnaife was now the head of his family.\fn{ I.e., of his extended family, which, of course, includes all his
brothers dependents, as well as his own, and for whom he will be expected to provide a living .}
“Oh, Nnaife, how are you going to cope? All those children, and all those wives.” Here she stopped, as the
truth hit her like a heavy blow. She almost staggered as it sank in. Nnaife’s brother, the very man who had
negotiated for her, had three wives even when she was still at home in Ibuza. Surely, surely people would not
expect Nnaife to inherit them? She looked round her wildly, and was able to read from the masked faces of the
men sitting around that they had thought of that and were here to help their friend and relative solve this knotty
problem. For a time, Nnu Ego forgot the kind man who had just died; all she was able to think about was her son
who had just started school. Where would Nnaife get the money from? Oh, God … she ran out, leaving her baby
on the bed.
She ran into Mama Abby who with many others was wondering what the noise and crying was about. Nnu Ego
blurted out the first thing that came into her head: “Nnaife may soon be having five more wives.”
Seeing that her friends were in suspense, Nnu Ego went on to explain: “His brother has died and left behind
several wives and God knows how many children.”
“Oh, dear, are you bound to accept them all?” asked Mama Abby, who knew little of Ibo custom. “You have
your own children to think of—surely people know that Nnaife is not in a steady job?”
“Maybe he’ll be asked to come home and mind the farm,” said one of the curious women.
They all started talking at the same time, this one telling Nnu Ego what to do, that one telling her what not to
do. The voices jangled together, but Nnu Ego thanked the women and went back inside to her menfolk. Her
husband was being consoled by his friends, who had poured him another glass of ogogoro. Nnuy Ego was asked
to bring more cigarettes from her display stand, with a vague promise of repayment by someone. Many neighbors
and friends came in, and they held a small wake for Nnaife’s brother.
Ubani was the first to take his leave. But before he did so, he called Nnu Ego and Nnaife out into the yard, as
their room was filled with people who had come to commiserate with the bereaved family and stayed for a glass
of gin or whisky and a puff of tobacco. The air outside was fresh, and the sky was velvety black. Stars twinkled
haphazardly against this inky background, and the moon was partly hidden. Ubani told them that he could fix
Nnaife up at the railways as a laborer cutting the grass that kept sprouting along the railway lines. Unless he
wanted to go back to Ibuza, Ubani suggested he come the very next day.
Nnaife thanked him sincerely. No, he said, he would not go to Ibuza. He had been out of farming practice for
so long that he would rather risk it here in Lagos. At home there would be no end to the demands his family
would make on him. He had more chance of living longer if he didn’t go into what looked like a family turmoil.
Of course he would be sending money to the Owulum wives, and would see that their sons kept small farmings
going. But he would help them more by being here in Lagos. He would definitely go with Ubani the next day to
take up the job if they would accept him.
Ubani assured him that they would; he himself now cooked for the head manager of the whole Nigerian
Railway Department and his work was permanent. He was employed by the railway Department and not the
manager himself, so that whenever he decided to leave he would simply be transferred to a new master. Ubani
laughed bitterly. “I talk like an old slave these days, grateful to be given a living at all.”
“Are we not all slaves to the white men, in a way?” asked Nnu Ego in a strained voice. “If they permit us to
eat, then we will eat. If they say we will not, then where will we get the food? Ubani, you a re a lucky man and I
am glad for you. The money may be small, and the work slave labor, but at least your wife’s mind is at rest
knowing that at the end of the month she gets some money to feed her children and you. What more does a
woman want?”
“I shall see you tomorrow, my friend. Mind how you go with these Hausa soldiers\fn{ The Hausa are a Muslim
tribe.} parading the streets.”
Nnaife was given a job as a grass-cutter at the railway compound. They gave him a good cutlass, and he would
wear tattered clothes while he cut grass all day, come sunshine or rain. The work was tiring, and he did not much
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like it, especially when he saw many of his own people making their various ways into the workshop every
morning. However, like Ubani, he was working for the Department and not for a particular white man, and he
intended using that as his basis for getting into the workshop.
One thing was sure: he gained the respect and even the fear of his wife Nnu Ego. He could even now afford to
beat her up, if she went beyond the limits he could stand. He gave her a little house-keeping money which bought
a bag of garri for the month and some yams; she would have to make up the rest from her trading profits. On top
of that, he paid the school fees for Oshia, who was growing fast and was his mother’s pride and joy. Adaku, the
new wife of his dead brother, would be coming to join them in Lagos, and after some time the oldest wife
Adankwo, who was still nursing a four-month-old baby, might come too. Ego-Obi, the middle wife, went back to
her people after the death of Nnaife’s brother Owulum. The Owulum family said that she was an arrogant person,
and she for her part claimed that she was so badly treated by them when her husband died that she decided she
would rather stay with her own people. In any case, she was not missed; first, she had no child, and secondly she
was very abusive. Adaku, on the other hand, had a daughter, she was better-looking than Ego-Obi, and she was
very ambitious, as Nnu Ego was soon to discover. She made sure she was inherited by Nnaife.
Nnu Ego cold not believe her eyes when she came from\fn{ The text repeats this word.} market one afternoon to see
this young woman sitting by their doorstep, with a four-year-old girl sleeping on her knees. To Nnu Ego’s eyes,
she was enviably attractive, young looking, and comfortably plump with the kind of roundness that really suited a
woman. This woman radiated peace and satisfaction, a satisfaction that was obviously having a healthy influence
on her equally well-rounded child. She was dark, this woman, shiny black, and not too tall. Her hair was plaited in
the latest fashion, and when she smiled and introduced herself as “your new wife” the humility seemed a bit
inconsistent. Nnu Ego felt that she should be bowing to this perfect creature—she who had once been acclaimed
the most beautiful woman ever seen. What had happened to her? Why had she become so haggard, so rough, so
worn, when this one looked like a pool that had still to be disturbed? Jealously, fear and anger seized Nnu Ego in
turns. She hated this type of woman, who would flatter a man, depend on him, need him. Yes, Nnaife would like
that. He had instinctively disliked her own independence, though he had gradually been forced to accept her. But
now there was this new threat.
“Don’t worry, senior wife, I will take the market things in for you. You go and sit and look after the babies.
Just show me where the cooking place is, and I will get your food ready for you.”
Nnu Ego stared at her. She had so lost contact with her people that the voice of this person addressing her as
“senior wife” made her feel not only old but completely out of touch, as if she was an outcast. She resented it. It
was one thing to be thus addressed in Ibuza, where people gained a great deal by seniority; here, in Lagos, though
the same belief still held, it was to a different degree. She was used to being the sole woman of this house, used to
having Nnaife all to herself, planning with him what to do with the little money he earned, even though he had
become slightly evasive since he went to Fernando Po—a result of long isolation, she had thought. But now, this
new menace …
What was she to do? It had been all right when this was just a prospect. Not hearing anything definite from
home, she had begun to tell herself that maybe the senior Owulum’s wives had decided against coming. For she
had sent messages to Ibuza to let Nnaife’s people know that things were difficult in Lagos, that Lagos was a place
where you could get nothing free, that Nnaife’s job was not very secure, that she had to subsidize their living with
her meager profits. She could imagine this creature hearing all about it and laughing to herself, saying, “If it is so
bad, why is she there? Does she not want me to come?” Yes, it was true, Nnu Ego had not wanted her to come.
What else did Nnaife want? She had borne him two sons, and after she had nursed Adim there would be nothing
to hold her back from having as many children as they wanted. She knew this kind of woman: an ambitions
woman who was already thinking that now she was in Lagos she would eat fried food.
Nnu Ego knew that her father could not help her. He would say to her,” Listen, daughter, I have seven wives of
my own. I married three of them, four I inherited on the deaths of relatives. Your mother was only a mistress who
refused to marry me. So why do you want to stand in your husband’s way? Please don’t disgrace the name of the
family again. What greater honor is there for a woman than to be a mother, and now you are a mother—not of
daughters who will marry and go, but of good-looking healthy sons, and they are the first sons of your husband
and you are his first and senior wife. Why do you wish to behave like a woman brought up in a poor household?”
And all this for a husband she had not wanted in the beginning! A husband to whom she had closed her eyes when
he came to her that first night, a husband who until recently had little confidence in himself, who a few months
ago was heavy and round-bellied from inactivity. Now he was losing weight because of working hard in the open
like other men did in Ibuza. Nnaife looked younger than his age, while she Nnu Ego was looking and feeling very
old after the birth of only three children. The whole arrangement was so unjust.
She tried desperately to control her feelings, to put on a pleasant face, to be the sophisticated Ibuza wife and
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welcome another woman into her home; but she could not. She hated this thing called the European way; these
people called Christians taught that a man must marry only one wife. Now here was Nnaife with not just two but
planning to have maybe three or four in the not so distant future. Yet she knew the reply he would give her to
justify his departure from monogamy. He would say: “I don’t work for Dr. Meers any more.\fn{ This is a reference to
earlier in the book.} I work as a grass-cutter for the Nigerian Railway Department, and they employ many Moslems
and even pagans.” He had only been a good Christian so long as his livelihood with Dr. Meers depended on it. It
was precisely that work, when they had seen each other every day and all day, that had made her so dependent on
Nnaife. She had been in Lagos now for more than seven years, and one could not change the habits of so many
years in two minutes. Humiliating as it was to know that this woman fresh from Ibuza was watching her closely,
reading all the struggles and deliberations going on in her mind. Adaku, however, was able to disguise any disgust
she felt by wearing a faint smile which neither developed into a full smile nor degenerated into a frown.
Like someone suddenly awakened from a deep sleep, Nnu Ego rushed past her and, standing by their door with
the key poised, said hoarsely, “Come on in, and bring your child with you.”
Adaku, tired from her long journey, bit on her lower lip so hard that it almost bled. Without saying a word, she
carried the sleeping child into the dark room, then went back to the veranda to bring in her things and, as expected
of her, Nnu Ego’s groceries. She had prepared herself for a reluctant welcome something like this; and what
alternative did she have? After morning nine whole months for her husband, she had had enough of Ibuza, at least
for a while. People had warned her that Nnu Ego would be a difficult person to live with; yet either she accepted
Nnaife or spent the rest of her life struggling to make ends meet. People at home had seen her off to Lagos with
all their blessing, but this daughter of Agbadi so resented her. Nnu Ego was lucky there was no Ibuza man or
woman to witness this kind of un-Ibo-like conduct; many people would not have believed it. Adaku did not care,
though; all she wanted was a home for her daughter and her future children. She did not want more than one
home, as some women did who married outside the families of their dead husbands. No, it was worth some
humiliation to have and keep one’s children together in the same family. For her own children’s sake she was
going to ignore this jealous cat. Who knows, she told herself, Nnaife might even like her. She only had to wait and
see.
Nnaife was delighted at his good fortune. Beaming like a child presented with a new toy, he showed Adaku, as
his new wife, round the yard. He pointed out this and that to her, and he bought some palm wine to toast her safe
arrival. He took her daughter as his, and vowed to his dead brother that he would look after his family as his own.
He called Oshia and introduced the little girl Dumbi to him as his sister. Oshia, who suspected that his mother did
not like this new sister and her mother, asked:
“When will they go back to where they came from, Father?”
Nnaife reprimanded him, calling him a selfish boy and saying that if he was not careful he would grow into a
selfish man who no one would help when he was in difficulty. Nnaife put the fear of the Devil into Oshia by
telling him a story which he said happened on the ship, of a white man who died alone, because he was minding
his own business.
Nnu Ego who was busy dishing out the soup while this tirade was going on, knew that half the story was not
true. She felt that Nnaife was being ridiculous and, rather like a little boy himself, was trying to show off his
worldly knowledge to his new wife. Nnu Ego was the more annoyed because the latter was making such
encouraging sounds, as if Nnaife was recounting a successful trip to the moon.
“For god’s sake, Nnaife, was there anything that did not happen on that ship you sailed in so long ago?” She
expected the others to laugh, but her son Oshia was so taken in by his father’s stories that he strongly disapproved
of his mother’s interruption and protested indignantly:
“But it is true, Mother!”
“Some strange things to happen on those ships that sail on the big seas, and the men do see peculiar sights.
This is well known even in Ibuza,” Adaku put in, uninvited.
Nnu Ego stopped in her movements. She knew that if she did not take care she would place herself in a
challenging position, in which she and Adku would be fighting for Nnaife’s favor. Strange how in less than five
hours Nnaife had become a rare commodity. She ignored Adaku’s remark as unanswerable but snapped at her son:
“What type of a son are you, replying to your own mother like that? A good son should respect his mother
always; in a place like this, sons belong to both parents, not just the father!”
Nnaife simply laughed and told Oshia not to talk like that to his mother again, adding with a touch of irony,
“Sons are very often mother’s sons.”
Again in came that cool, low voice, which Nnu Ego had been trying all day to accept as part of their life, at the
same time as telling herself that the owner of the voice did not belong, or that, if she did, her belonging was only
going to be a temporary affair—but Adaku, the owner of the disturbing voice, seemed determined to belong, right
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from the first:
“In Ibuza sons help their father more than they ever help their mother. A mother’s joy is only in the name. She
worries over them, looks after them when they are small; but in the actual help on the farm, the upholding of the
family name, all belong to the father …”
Adaku’s explanation was cut short by Nnu Ego who brought in the steaming soup she had been dishing out
behind the curtain. She sniffed with derision and said as she placed a bowl on Nnaife’s table: “Why don’t you tell
your brother’s wife that we are in Lagos, not in Ibuza, and that you have no farm for Oshia in the railway
compound where you cut grass?”
They ate their food in silence, Nnu Ego, Adaku and the two children Oshia and Dumbi eating from the same
bowl of pounded yam and soup. Nnu Ego’s mind was not on the food and she was acting mechanically. She was
afraid that her hold on Nnaife’s household was in question. She took every opportunity to remind herself that she
was the mother of the sons of the family. Even when it came to sharing the piece of meat for the two children, one
of the duties of the woman of the house, she pointed out to Dumbi that she must respect Oshia, as he was the heir
and the future owner of the family. Their few possessions—the four-poster iron bed which Nnaife had brought
\fn{The text has: bought.} from his journey to Fernando Po and the large wall mirrors—were things of immense
value to Nnu Ego, and if her son never grew up to be a farmer, she wanted to make sure that whatever there was
should be his. She knew again that she was being ridiculous because no one challenged her; it was a known fact.
However, she felt compelled to state the obvious as a way of relieving her inner turmoil.
After eating, Nnaife looked at her reflectively and said; “The food is very nice; thank you, my senior wife and
mother of my sons.”
It was Nnu Ego’s turn to be surprised. Her husband had never thanked her for her cooking before, to say
nothing of reminding her of being the mother of his two boys. What was happening to them all?
Nnaife was still studying her from his chair; the other members of the family were eating sitting on the floor.
“You see, my brother’s death must bring changes to us all. I am now the head, and you are the head’s wife.
And as with all head wives in Ibuza, there are things it would be derogatory for you to talk about or even notice,
otherwise you will encourage people to snigger and cause rumors to fly about you. No one wanted my brother’s
death. And do you think, knowing him as you did, that he was the sort of man to let you and Oshia beg if anything
had happened to me?”
Nnu Ego could think of nothing apposite to say. She was a trifle disconcerted. To try and be philosophical like
Nnaife might tempt her to ascribe profundity to the ordinary. None the less, she was intrinsically grateful to him
for making what must have been a tremendous effort.
She was determined to attack with patience what she knew was going to be a great test to her. She was not only
the mother of her boys, but the spiritual and the natural mother of this household, so she must start acting like one.
It took her a while to realize that she was stacking the plates used for their evening meal and taking them out in
the kitchen to wash.
“I should be doing that,” Adaku cooed behind her.
Nnu Ego controlled her breath and held tight her shaking hands. Then she spoke in a voice that even surprised
her: “But, daughter, you need to know your husband. You go to him, I’m sure he has many tales to tell you.”
Adaku laughed, the first real laughter she had let herself indulge in since arriving that morning. It was a very
eloquent sound, telling Nnu Ego that they were going to be sisters in this business of sharing a husband. She went
into the kitchen still laughing as Mama Abby came in.
“Your new wife is a nice woman. Laughing with so much confidence and happiness on the day of her arrival.”
“A happy senior wife makes a happy household,” Nnu Ego snapped. She suspected that her unhappiness at
Adaku’s presence was by now common knowledge and she was not going to encourage it further. After all, Mama
Abby had never had to live as a senior wife before, to say nothing of welcoming a younger wife into her family.
To prevent her saying anything further, Nnu Ego added: “I must go and see to our guests.”
She hurried in and, to take her mind off herself, busied herself entertaining people who came throughout the
evening to see the new wife. Nnu Ego fought back tears as she prepared her own bed for Nnaife and Adaku. It
was a good thing she was determined to play the role of the mature senior wife; she was not going to give herself
any heartache when the time came for Adaku to sleep on that bed. She must stuff her ears with cloth and make
sure she also stuffed her nipple into the mouth of her young son Adim, when they all lay down to sleep.
Far before the last guest, Nnaife was already telling Oshia to go to bed because it was getting late.
“But we usually stay up longer than this, Father.”
“Don’t argue with your father. Go and spread your mat and sleep; you too, our new daughter Dumbi.”
The neighbors who had come to welcome the new wife took the hint and left. Did Nnaife have to make himself
so obvious? Nnu Ego was sure he was laughing at her. He could hardly wait for her to settle down before he
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pulled Adaku into their only bed.
It was a good thing she had prepared herself, because Adaku turned out to be one of those shameless modern
women whom Nnu Ego did not like. What did she think she was doing? Did she think Nnaife was her lover nad
not her husband, to show her enjoyment so? She tried to block her ears, yet cold still hear Adaku’s exaggerated
carrying on. Nnu Ego tossed in agony and anger all night, going through in her imagination what was taking place
behind the curtained bed. Not that she had to do much imagining, because even when she tried to ignore what was
going on, Adaku would not let her. She giggled, she squeaked, she cried and she laughed in turn, until Nun Ego
was quite convinced that it was all for her benefit. At one point Nnu Ego sat bolt upright looking at the shadows
of Nnaife and Adaku. No, she did not have to imagine what was going on; Adaku made sure she knew.
When Nnu Ego could stand it no longer, she shouted at Oshia who surprisingly was sleeping through it all:
“Oshia, stop snoring!”
There was silence from the bed, and then a burst of laughter. Nnu Ego could have bitten her tongue off; what
hurt her most was hearing Nnaife remark:
“My senior wife cannot go to sleep. You must learn to accept your pleasures quietly, my new wife Adaku. Your
senior wife is like a white lady: she does not want noise.”
Nnu Ego bit her teeth into her baby’s night clothes to prevent herself from screaming. …
2.44 The End Of The Road\fn{by Victor Nwankwo (1945-2002)} Enugu?, Enugu State, Nigeria (M) 9
I lay still on my back shrouded by the blackness of the night. The darkness was so thick, I could cut chunks of
it. I twinkled my eyes.
I began to wonder if they were working. I decided to find out. First I touched my eye lids. They were open.
The exercise made my bamboo bed dance tenderly like a yam tendril in a gentle wind. The bed quacked too, like a
foraging duck, as one wooden part rubbed complainingly against another. I had to take it easy. I needed another
bamboo bed, I decided.
I lay still, and scanned the thatched roof with my eyes. Through a crack in the roof the nomadic ray from a
distant star pencilled into my eye balls. Everywhere else was dark, pitch dark.
Then something fell on the floor. Probably from the roof. Something that sounded like a coil of rope, only a bit
sharper. I listened; no sound. That is, no sound, except the ever growing noise of battle, and the restless pacing of
the sentry outside. I felt beneath my pair of boots, which served as pillow, and produced a lighter. The place flame
shot up, throwing dancing ghostly shadows all over the hut. I couldn’t see beyond one or two feet from me. I
reached to the floor beside the bed and lit the oil lamp. It’s yellow light blossomed in the container making
crackling sounds as the flame explored the ragged wick.
Then I looked up and saw it. Dark, shiny skinned. Its small head perched on a long neck standing almost erect
on a coily body. Two tiny coals of fire burned powerfully in positions where the eyes should be. A forked tongue
darted menacingly forward and back.
I stayed paralyzed, half lying, half sitting. Cold hands of fear caressed the small of my back. And beads of
sweat stood on my forehead. We just stared at each other, the snake and I. From outside came the sudden stamp of
the sentry's foot on the ground. This broke the spell. The involuntary movement as I pulled myself was too much
for the bed, and it let on. We both went crashing to the floor.
My heart beat violently and blood rushed madly into my head, stunning me. I was aware that my matting door
burst open and a gust of icy wind rushed in.
I heard three shots at the door …
A few minutes later I was still sprawled on the wreck of the bamboo bed. The snake was writhing weakly some
feet away. Sappar Mala stood, rifle in hand, regarding us imperturbably.
“Sorry, Sah,” he said, half apologetically as if embarrassed to find me in such a situation.
“Thank you,” I said, gathering myself.
“Yes, Sah,” he answered.
We stood for a moment, regarding the reptile. One shot had shattered the small head. The other two had
missed. They had been close and the writhing of the snake in its death throes had obliterated the points where they
hit the soft floor.
I looked at him. His face remained calm; showing no emotion. It never did.
Then I noticed something else as he went out.
“Mala!” I called. .
"Sah?” He was back again, standing vaguely in the dark door way.
“What will you do with that?”
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“This?” He asked, pointing at the snake. I nodded.
“Meat, Sah.”
“Drop it and come.”
“Yes, Sah.” He went out.
Alone, I observed that the crude lamp was going out. I went to the far corner, got a bottle and added raw palm
oil to the lamp. It paled, and then brightened.
There was a discrete tap at the door.
“Come in, Mala.”
“Moin! Sah.” He greeted, breasting up.
“Yes, Mala, that’s a Madison.” I observed.
Involuntarily he touched the rifle. “Yes, Sah!”
“How come?”
“Sah?”
“You know what I mean,” I said impatiently.
“It’s mine.”
“How did you get it?”
“Captured it when I was in the front.”
“And you've had it since?”
“Yes, Sah.”
“Why didn’t you surrender it?”
“Nothing.”
“You kept it hidden?”
“Yes, Sah.”
“Now, Sappar MalIa, you were supposed to be on sentry with a MK IV rifle."
“Yes, Sah.”
“Why did you decide to bring this automatic rifle from hiding?”
Mala was silent.
“Say something,” I said.
“Well—you know, Oga, I just feel I will need it.”
“Why?”
“I don’t like the way things are going.”
“What things?”
“The fighting around us.”
“How do you mean?”
“I am afraid, Oga.” He blurted. There was silence.
I thought: Mala was a brave soldier whose repeatedly imperturbable comportment had never been ruffled by
even the worst situation. He was reported by all who ever operated with him to be absolutely fearless. He had
been known to do the most audacious deeds under the heaviest enemy fire, wearing the same demurely placid
expression.
Now Sappar Mala was afraid.
I asked, “What are you afraid of?”
“If we are cut off.” He said, “well …” He left it there expecting me to imagine the rest.
“You think I will need a rifle too?”
“Yes, Sah,” he answered with vehemence.
“Can you find me a Madison or Cetme?”
“Nobody will give out his own, now.”
“You mean, everybody is feeling like you do?”
“All the boys, Sah.”
Has it come to that, I thought. I said, “Okay, Mala.”
I went out with him. I said: “By the way, how did you come in just when I needed you?”
He said: “I heard the noise of your fall. I thought you were being attacked. As I burst in, I saw it and opened on
it. I was on sentry Sah.”
“I see,” I said. “It was good of you.”
“Yes, Sah.”
The night was still dark and cold. A handful of faint stars twinkled distantly from the cloudy sky. Low voices
floated to us from the huts where the H.Q.\fn{Headquarters.} troop lived.
450

“They are supposed to be sleeping by now,” I observed.
Sappar Mala was silent.
Then he said, “They are cleaning their guns.”
I said goodnight to him and went in.
The oil lamp was paling out again, so I had to regenerate it with more raw oil. Propping my head with my pair
of boots, I spread myself on the wreck of the bed and closed my eyes. For about half an hour I courted sleep, but it
kept flirting. Then it deserted. By now, except occasional distant booms of exploding artillery, silence reigned. It
gave me a foreboding of doom. I rose, put on my boots and went out.
The Sergeant Major took no time knocking up,\fn{ Waking up.} his wife having been evacuated a day before
with the Orderly Room and administrative men. He met me outside. He had his uniform on.
"Moin! Sah,” I greeted.
“Yes,” he boomed, “what’s wrong?”
“We ought to do something now,” I said.
“No, we do nothing until the Commander returns.” His voice was decisive.
“The Commander said he’ll be back before 9 p.m.”
“Yes?”
“It’s about 2 now.”
“Hmm?”
“That’s five hours ago, he should have been back.”
“Hmm?”
“Something must be wrong. Owerri may have fallen.”
“No work,” he intoned stubbornly. “This is Army. Ordaas is ordaas.”
“But …”
“Nothing doing until O.C.\fn{Officer Commanding.} comes back.”
There was a crunch of heavy boots on the sandy path and a tall lean figure materialized out of the darkness.
Pointing to the sky was the vague outline of the nozzle of a rifle slung across his shoulder.
“San’ Major in?” It was Lt. Onoh.
“Moin! Sah,” greeted the S.M. and I standing at attention.
“Moin! Where’s the O.C.?”
Sergeant Major answered: “He went to Owem, Sah.”
The officer asked: “He’s not back yet?”
“Yes, Sah.”
“I want to see him. He sent me this signal.” He produced a slip of paper which was heard but not seen in the
darkness. “I am to support the infantry unit going to defend Avu Junction.”
“Defend Avu Junction?” I whispered in consternation. “That means …”
“Owerri has fallen or is about to fall,” completed Lt. Onoh. “Which ever it is, I need some more briefing. My
boys are here. Pulled them three hours ago and we’ve been trekking ever since. What were the Commander’s last
orders?”
“To wait till he returns,” replied the S.M.
“I want some more info about the situation.”
“But …” started the S.M.
“But me nothing,” cut in the officer. “You keep waiting for the O.C. until they overrun this camp.”
“Sah,” returned the S.M., “I have been in this Army eleven years. Ordaas is ordaas!”
“Orders from whom?” shouted the officer. “The O.C. has run away. Can’t you think?”
Silence fell.
The officer said, “We must know exactly what is happening. Get me someone to go to the Brigade TAC H.Q.
and get instructions.”
This seemed acceptable to the scrupulous S.M., for he immediately said: “Let Simeon go.”
Simeon was the unit’s chief intelligence personnel.
He returned from the Brigade Tactical Headquarters at 3.20 a.m. in great excitement. He had arrived at the
tactical H.Q. in the midst of the entire brigade officers who were gathered for an emergency “O” group. The
Brigade Commander was conspicuously absent. He had left the previous day leaving no instructions behind.
Apparently none of the officers knew any better of the true situation. All they seemed to know was that Avu
Junction had to be defended, and they clung to this like a drowning man to a floating trunk.
Simeon had no sooner entered the Operations Room than he was set upon.
“You lousy engineers,” hollered the Brigade Major. “Have you finished with the Avu defence?”
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“How many obstacles have you constructed?” queried the Staff Officer for Operations.
“Where’s the sketch”} demanded the “G” Int.
The bewildered Simeon had to lie that work was already in progress on the defence of Avu Junction, and raced
back as soon as he decently could.
“San’ Major,” called Lt. Onoh. “The key to the magazine. I’m off to Avu.”
“I am going too.” I declared.
“Me too, I will go,” opined the S.M.
“Won’t you wait till the O.C. returns?” sneered the officer.
The S.M. glowered.
By 4 a.m. we were well on our way. There were about sixty boys altogether, all loaded with spades, picks,
axes, tunnel diggers, mines, booby traps and grenades. Everybody, except me, slung an automatic rifle with
magazine full of ammunition.
We moved in a single file, the officer leading while I followed a few paces behind. Sappar Mala, his
imperturbable face immobile as rock, paced sedately immediately behind me. The S.M. rampaged up and down
the file, ensuring that it remained continuous.
The darkness had melted to a misty gray so that our column, keeping close to the edge of the road, was like a
train of black ants on the match.
A faint diffused light heralded an imminent dawn when we arrived at Obinze. There was not a soul about. The
little commercial town had been evacuated the previous day. Silence weighed heavily on the deserted town, and
road side huts assumed weird shapes, looming suddenly like masquerades in ambush.
We met no one until we had traversed nearly the whole mile length of the town. A movement behind a clump
of bushes must have attracted Mala’s attention. In a flash he was out of the line, galloped to a tree just off the road
and dashed flat on his face, his rifle trained into the clump of bushes.
“If you move, I’ll blast you!” he roared. “Come out!”
A shadowy figure materialized from amongst the bushes. The silhouette of a MK. II rifle showed in his left
hand.
“Advance!” ordered Mala.
The column had halted by now. It was still intact except at the front where interest in the intruder had caused
an inevitable derangement, making the file look like a gigantic black earthworm with a crushed head.
Mala disarmed the man and, prodding him with his rifle, brought him to Lt. Onoh who proceeded to quiz him
immediately. The man, peering at us with suspicion, wasn’t very helpful. He couldn’t tell exactly the situation but
felt certain it was an unquestionable risk to move any further along the tarred road towards Owerri. The only
reasonable thing, he said, was to branch off. westwards along the dirt road to Oforola and from there try to
connect Ukwuorji or Ogbaku.
This plunged us into an argument. I was shivering with fear and decidedly disinclined to move even a yard
northwards. As for the S.M. nothing could make him compromise the defence of Avu Junction. And since you
could not defend a place without being there, Avu Junction was an inevitable objective. Lt. Onoh overruled with a
plan which was, to some extent, a compromise. The group was to continue movement northwards towards Avu
Junction and Owerri. The main group was to be preceded by a small well armed advance party whose duty it was
to espy and break possible enemy ambushes.
The officer led the first advance party. It comprised ten hand-picked boys including Sappar Mala. The S.M.
commanded the rest of the group. To this I belonged. By now fear, the magnitude of which I had never known
before, sat heavily on my heart. As the group trudged on, I lagged purposefully behind.
Keeping to the edge of the forest we moved and stopped several times according to instructions from the
forward party. For two miles the narrow road stretched forward and back and was lost in the somber dimness of
the morning. The jungle, silent and soulless like the road, bore heavily on us in the same conspiracy of stillness.
Not even the usual sound of waking creatures could be heard. They too had evacuated.
Half a mile from Avu Junction, we began to meet people moving in the opposite direction. There were men,
women and children. Of the men, it couldn’t be said whether they were soldiers or civilians as all were ragged and
hungry looking. They had no useful information. They were going back because the “road is bad.” They didn’t get
to the Junction, but relied on other returnees who in turn relied on other returnees and so on.
Undaunted. we pressed on.
We arrived at the Junction just as the sun made its glorious appearance in the eastern sky. A dirt road branches
westwards to Avu and another one eastwards to Nekede. The place was silent as grave. The domineering jungle
encompassing us on all sides bathed the glorious golden morning sun in silent gratitude. In spite of the rapidly
increasing warmth of the sun’s rays, an inexplicable chilliness hung languorously on the Junction.
452

Three quickly organized recce\fn{ Reconnaissance.} parties made very disturbing revelations. Elements of our
own troops were half a mile north and east of the Junction. But there was no deployment, no order or
organization. Troops comprised half-starved, rag-tag young men with sunken eyes and protruding ribs, armed
with bolt-action rifles and an average of five to six rounds of ammunition. There were altogether four hastily and
poorly dug trenches, no support weapons and no morale. No body seemed to know what was going on and no one
seemed to be in charge. I was immediately reminded of a bunch of newly hatched chicken abandoned by their
mother.
The obvious lack of organization was not as disturbing as the no less obvious fact that the boys were in no
mood to be organized. The same air which dominated the boys in my camp, prevailed on the troops at the
Junction—“Self Survival.” It was this air, felt rather than seen, which determined our subsequent move.
“Hopeless situation,” surmised Lt. Onoh. “I am not ready to waste my life here.”
“But we cannot go, Sah,” protested the S.M. “They’ll charge us for cowardice.”
“Who’ll charge who?” queried the officer. “Who should do the charging? We, or they who have abandoned us
and scurried to the rear like frightened rats? Where are they running to anyhow? Where the enemy cannot get?”
“But, Sah, this is the Army …”
“Look San’ Major,” cut in the officer. “Listen to me. You may have been in the Army before me, but I have
seen a million times more action than you. I talk experience. Trying to defend this place, armed as we are. and
with the present disposition of these boys is an unforgivable suicide. These boys have been fighting under the
worst type of deprivation for months. I have been in the jungle for twenty months. I don’t mind the physical
deprivations. What I can’t stand is being abandoned like worthless furniture in a burning house.
“Look—what’s the use arguing about this. I have no more reason for winning this war than they do. We want
to fight. We haven’t asked them to do the fighting. All we want is the material and moral encouragement. And
that’s the minimum any fighting group requires. Give us food: just three meals a week not a day! Give us arms.
Give us clothes. Leave the fighting to us. But we can’t have these. What is more? These things are theremaybe not
in abundance—but much more than the minimum we require. All they do is to spend their time pursuing trifles
and issuing ridiculous orders.”
“See how our territory is contracting daily. Where are the commanders? I am going to meet them where ever
they are.”
By now we were the nucleus of a thick circle of hungry, haggard but interested soldiers. Lt. Onoh had been
speaking quietly, his lean gaze pinned on the Sergeant Major. Now he turned to the crowd.
“Boys,” he called in a loud voice, “we are going to find the big men. We be with them where they be!”
This was met with a loud ovation by the boys. Obviously they were not prepared to listen to anything else. I
agreed with the officer, but for a completely different reason. I wasn’t interested in the issues involved in the war,
the efficiency of its execution and the implications of its loss. I joined the army because I wanted to survive, and
in the section of it which I felt would ensure this survival. My educational qualification enabled me to enlist, train
and be deployed as a survey sergeant. My place had thus been in the Orderly Room which, fortunately, always
moved rearward at the smallest sign of enemy advance. I was afraid.
The Sergeant Major demurely warned on the “grave consequences of military indiscipline,” and so on. Nobody
listened to him.
By midday we were well on our way along the dirt road westward. The plan was to hit Ogbaku three miles off
Owerri along the Onitsha road. Assuming the enemy entered Owerri that morning, they could not have moved
three miles in the next twenty-four hours. They were more likely to concentrate on ensuring their gains,
garrisoning the town and reorganizing for further offensive.
Lt. Onoh had become moody after his startling outburst at Avu Junction. We had been together for sometime in
the unit. He was there before me, though. But he was a field man, and rarely came to the headquarters. In fact I
knew him only in name for the first three months of my stay in the headquarters. He had rushed in briefly from a
blazing front to collect ammunition. He had struck me as a dedicated, battle-loving officer.
Now as we trudged on, his lean face and forage cap silhouetted on the bright sky, his jaunty frame swinging in
a harmonic motion and projecting an oddly dancing shadow on the yellow dirt road as he threw forward one long
leg after the other. He struck me as a man in turmoil. In spite of his placid face, his incongruously fiery eyes
betrayed a battle of emotions within that haggard frame. I couldn’t place the belligerent emotions but I knew they
had to do with the war, past and present.
We moved in a file, keeping to the edge of the inscrutable jungle, and dispatching recce parties when we
sensed danger ahead or around. Lt. Onoh led such parties and he always presented an elating sight as he prowled
off ahead of his men.
At mid-afternoon, a faint noise like a distant market in session suggested that we were within two or three
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miles of Ogbaku. The recce party, led as usual by Lt. Onoh, moved off to investigate. Soon after, we overtook a
ninety-seven-strong company armed variously with, MK I, MK III, Mass Madison and Cetme rifles, and two sixty
millimeter mortars. They were commanded by one Captain Bana—a tall, lean, hungry-looking individual with
bushy face, bloodshot eyes, and bad tempered as a rattle-snake.
“Who are you?” he yelled at us.
“Combatant engineers, Sah,” answered the Sergeant Major, Lt. Onoh not having yet returned.
“Engineers my yarsh!” Yelled back the Captain. “All of you, fall in here. Quick!”
“But, Sah …” began the S.M.
“Shut up!”
The S.M. snapped to attention, saluted and was beginning to order us in when the quiet afternoon was
suddenly shattered by a prolonged burst of small arm fire. Almost immediately, the road ahead was filled with a
disorderly array of soldiers and civilians moving towards us. As they milled past us, all we could learn was that
the road to Ogbaku was not through. The enemy was there.
They couldn’t tell who was shooting. Nor did they know the strength of the enemy.
“Then why come back?” queried the Captain. And when no one volunteered and an answer, he announced:
“We are going to give them battle. Everybody fall in!”
Panic seized people and there was confusion as soldiers and civilians alike made for the bush, discharging
weapons, pots, cloths and boots as they escaped. Captain Bana opened a burst of fire at them, shouting, and
cursing.
Managing somehow to curb a surging panic that was welling up within me, I dived behind a tree and lay as flat
as I could.
“Bastards. Halt there!” cursed the Captain as his rifle spat bullets. Some fell moaning. Some stopped. Others
were swallowed by the inscrutable jungle. Those who stopped or who were too scared to run were rounded up by
the Sergeant Major aided by other N.C.O.’s. By the Captain’s orders they were pushed forward amidst groans
from the wounded.
“Kip moaving! Moav or I moav yoo!”
It was at this juncture that Lt. Onoh returned with his party. Regarding the scene with calm detachment, he
took in the issues with surprising speed, and acted quickly.
“All my men this way!” he ordered.
“But the Captain said …” began somebody.
“I say, all my men this way,” cut in Lt. Onoh. Captain Bana walked up.
“Bastards! What’s happening there?”
“Oga, this officer here …”
“Officer my yarsh. Where’s he?”
The crowd made way for him as he came.
“Now,” he shouted at Onoh, “officer, what’re you doing here?”
“My men are not moving an inch in that direction,” said Onoh evenly pointing towards Ogbaku.
There was silence as Captain Bana regarded him in speechless amazement. His face contorted, his red eyes
burning, his mouth working furiously … but soundlessly. Then breathing heavily, he whispered hoarsely:
“Officer! Moav: or I moav you!” He stroked his rifle caressingly.
Lt. Onoh said: “Sir, I have to warn you. I regard that rifle as cocked. The moment you touch it, I’ll blast you
off. Understand!”
Staring at the junior officer in shocked surprise, the Captain made to grab his gun, then thought better of it.
“Unparalleled impudence!” he whispered.
“Do we talk?” asked Lt. Onoh.
“Arrant insubordination,” intoned Captain Bana.
Onoh said: “If you want to defend Ogbaku do so … with your men. The enemy is there in full force. I have
just made a brushing contact with them. But my assignment … with my men … is to locate my squadron
Headquarters; wherever it is, and fight. You stay here and fight. I go there and fight. We serve the same purpose.
Your duty is yours, mine is mine. If you want me to do yours, you’ll have to use force. Now we don’t want to
waste blood and ammo at this of all times, do we? San’ Major fall in the men, we head for Ukwuorji! Good day,
Sir.”
The Lieutenant came to attention and his arm swung into a beautiful salute.
Apparently Captain Bana was used to absolute obedience from junior officers and men. Flabbergasted by
Onoh’s tough talk, he made no attempt to stop us. He stood there, at the middle of the road, feet apart, hands
hanging limply down, and his rifle, butt on the ground, leaning against his hip.
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Night came, brightened by a weak moon, and dominated by weird cries of animals on night prowl. We trudged
on driven by Lt. Onoh’s insistence and gnawed individually by fears of an uncertain future. At midnight the
officer called a halt, and, numbed by exhaustion, we all collapsed at the roadside and drifted into a dead sleep.
At dawn (it actually looked like five minutes later) we were kicked into wakefulness by the officer and the
S.M., and the journey continued.
The next day was uneventful. By our estimation, Ukwuorji was still about fifteen miles off when night
overtook us. We settled for the night in a market place. We were all dead tired and swooned almost as soon as we
lay down.
Understandably the sentries must have slept off too, for in the middle of the night we were all kicked up again.
“What did he want?” queried Lt. Onoh.
“Who sir?”
“Somebody came here!”
“I don’t know, Sah.”
“Who saw him?”
“Not me, Sah.”
“Somebody spoke to him!”
Silence.
Then, meekly, “I did, Sah.”
“You did!”
“But, Sah, he only asked …”
“Shut up! Why didn’t you hold him?”
“Sah, he was missing his way …”
“Go on!”
“And he wanted to know whom we are.”
“And you told him.”
“I …”
“Yes, or no!”
“Yes, Sah.”
“Stupid!” Lt. Onoh glared at him. “Who is he?”
“I … I don’t know, Sah.”
“You don’t know. He could be an enemy.”
Silence.
“We move immediately,” announced the officer.
We moved. Striking into the jungle to cover our tracks, we stumbled through the night, drunk by weariness. At
dawn, we hadn’t covered much of a distance, but we struck another dirt road. By now we had lost our way.
However, from the direction of dawn we had a general idea of the cardinal points and instinctively moved
northwest.
At midday the officer called the first halt in sixteen hours.
I don’t remember how long we lay there. But I suddenly became conscious of voices: the rapid impatient voice
of Lt. Onoh and another, of higher pitch, giving answers in halty response.
“You sure?” queried the officer.
“Yes, Sah.”
“What happened, exactly?”
“As we de go, we jam them. Very sudden. They say Halt! But I run.”
“The rest?”
“They catch them.”
“Then what?”
“I come this way.”
“How far is it?”
The boy furrowed his forehead in concentration.
“Two mile,” he said slowly.
“They’re there now?”
“Yes, Sah.”
“You will take us there,” ruled the officer.
We moved cautiously. I didn’t enjoy that bit of journey, and at each step I felt more like a condemned man
being led for execution. I lagged behind most of the time. We had done over three and a half miles when the
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officer stopped. When eventually I caught up, the boy was saying in a whisper:
“There.”
“Where?” asked Lt. Onoh.
“There. In that tree.” He pointed to a large oil-bean tree about two hundred yards ahead. It was a little off the
road so that all we could see were the fat upper trunks and the dense foliaged branches lording it over the
surrounding jungle.
“We’ll attack them,” announced Lt. Onoh. Suspecting that this was an unpopular decree, he added
explanatorily: “They are not the enemy. They’re saboteurs. You get it? Saboteurs. They’re not many. The enemy
can’t have got so far. Don’t they have to fight through? They can’t be here now. If they have gained ten miles in
twenty-four hours, then we’re licked.
“We just surrender, because it’s no more a war but a walkover. This is impossible! Understand? This cannot
happen! So these are saboteurs. We’ll clean them up, cross the road and connect the squadron.”
The thought of ever crossing that ever eluding road helped to bolster the sagging fighting spirit of the boys.
Somehow the old mood was returning. Even the S.M. who had been sulking since the brilliant little coup against
Captain Bana looked positively right.
We sat down under a tree and had a hasty “O” group; the officer, the S.M. and I.
“There’s no time for any elaborate recce,” declared Lt. Onoh. “I am making some assumptions. I hope they’re
right. One, these are saboteurs. Two, they’re quite few. Three, they’re quite easy to handle. O.K: there will be two
parties. The first will wipe out those stragglers under that tree. The other will lay ambush further up. Their
objective is twofold. First: To mop up any of the stragglers who may have escaped. Second: There’s a possibility
that up there at the road, these fellows will actually have a reasonable number of sympathizers. Shooting here will
surely attract them. It is the duty of the second group to destroy them. Now San’ Major, you will take the second
group. You take all the Ogbunigwes. Deploy them along a fairly good stretch starting from, say, four hundred
yards beyond that road." He stopped for a while. Turning to me he said: "San' Buka you're coming with me. We'll
take on those stupid stragglers with ten boys. After that you’ll take care of the rear while I move forward to see
how the San’ Major is doing. Understand?”
“Yes, sir,” I said, my heart pounding away.
Thirty minutes later, the S.M. had moved off with his men, and, flanked by eleven stalky figures, we crept
towards the ominously large tree in a vague semi-circle. By now my heart was pounding angrily like an irate
lunatic protesting against an enforced confinement. I had taken a decision. As soon as the first shot rang out, I
would bury myself in the undergrowth of the jungle until the echoes of last shot dies down.
We crept on …
As we drew near the tree, the semi-circle contracted. Twenty yards off, and there was no sound from the tree.
Signaling us to wait, Lt. Onoh crawled forward. Perhaps he wanted to be sure before ordering the boys to blaze
away. Everybody waited, fingers expectantly posed on triggers. After what looked like an eternity, the bushes
parted and the officer materialized.
“Nobody,” he whispered in obvious disappointment.
There was actually nobody there. We gathered under the tree scowling at the only evidence of recent human
habitation there: a smoking hearth and peels of unripe plantain. They jeered back at us, the hearth still blowing a
lazy tiny lining pillar of gray smoke, apparently enjoying our disappointment. It was obvious that not long before,
there had been a little feast of roasted plantain under that tree.
We went forward, located the S.M.’s ambush party and joined them in the wait. Not long after, we were tickled
with expectation as voices and footsteps floated to our straining ears.
I knew that battle was around the corner, and I wondered which of us would be the casualties. The thought that
it could be made me reiterate my earlier determination that I would just lie prone on the ground until all shooting
had ceased.
The voices grew louder. So did the footsteps. Then we saw them. Not soldiers. Not stragglers. Not even
saboteurs—but people.
Just people: men, women and children, talking and laughing. unarmed!
No one moved. Nonplussed, we lay there in the jungle undergrowth and watched them in confounded dismay.
Then I realized that two words seemed to persist in their chat.
I listened carefully. I heard:
“One Nigeria … One Nigeria …”
They passed.
We still lay there, too surprised to move. A solitary young man came along, whistling to himself. Before I
knew what I was doing I was up bounding into the road. I grabbed him from behind. As he turned round to behold
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his assailant, 1 saw terror in his dilated eyes. By now the others were rushing out too.
The man was too scared to speak. But when he saw us all, the fear in his face gave way to realization, and then
mirth.
Apparently he had identified us by our hungry looks. He said breezily: “Take it easy boys.”
“Shut up,” roared Lt. Onoh probably maddened by the man’s light heartedness.
The man said: “Look my friend. Don’t you know the war is ended?”
“The What is What?”
“The War is ended!”
Silence.
“You’re crazy,” he said dejectedly.
“Who’s crazy, you or I? Didn’t you hear the announcement?”
“What announcement?”
“The Surrender.”
“The Surrender!”
Silence.
“When was that?”
“Two days ago.”
Silence.
“Everybody must be crazy.”
The man said: “Look, my friend come off it, I used to be one of you. 1 packed it up a week ago. I saw it
coming early enough.”
“Congrats,” bleated Lt. Onoh. He turned abruptly and strolled off—the way we had come. A hundred yards off
he stopped. He unbuttoned his trousers, tucked his shirts in properly and buttoned up again. He adjusted the two
stars on his shoulders.
We just looked on.
Suddenly in a swift movement, the nozzle of his rifle came against his head. A shot rang out. He slumped to
the ground, the rifle falling with him.
Panic seized us. Rifles, mines, kits, army shirts, trousers, boots, everything military flew into the bush.
Ten minutes later we had dispersed. Everybody to his mother’s kitchen.
120.71 1. The Beautiful Girl Who Would Not Marry Anyone With A Scar 2. The Girls Who Guard The Cotton
Farm 3. A Girl And Her Parents: Three Folktales\fn{by Hajiya Saude (1945- )} Babura?, Jigawa State, Nigeria (F)
10
1
There was once a girl who promised that she would never marry anyone with a scar. Therefore, anyone who
came to seek her hand in marriage had to be examined by the girl. She would ask the man to take off his gown
and examine him—if he had a scar on any part of his body, the girl would simply dismiss him, and she would say,
“I will not marry you because you have a scar.”
If another man came, he would also have to undergo the same process. In short, almost all the youths of the
place who came were turned down by the girl because they had scars. The girl reiterated her promise that she
would only marry a man without any scar.
Then came two young strangers who told her that they had come to seek her hand in marriage. The girl asked
them to take off their gowns, and they both obliged. The girl examined them and she couldn’t find any scar. So
she agreed to marry them. There and then the marriage was conducted. And she was asked by her parents to
follow her husbands. The girl agreed, and so she followed the unknown young men. They just headed into the
bush, and kept on going into the forest, until they reached a certain big baobab tree with a large hollow. The
young men said,
“This is your home and you should enter.”
The girl went in, and the hollow immediately closed up over her. Both the young strangers then turned into evil
spirits, and they began sucking her blood and sucking her blood until she became just a mere skeleton.
One day, her father’s servant came near the baobab tree to collect grass, and as he was cutting the grass, he
sang:
I, the servant of Reru’s father
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I cut-the grass shitif!
I cut the grass shitif!

The girl heard him and she replied:
Daddy’s servant cutting the grass shitif!
When you go home
Greet Daddy
Greet Mummy
Greet Uncle
Greet Sister
Greet Brother!
The girl who didn’t like men with scars is now languishing in the hollow of a baobab tree!

The servant could not believe what he heard. He said to himself,
“This voice sounds like that of Reru.” So he repeated his song:
I, the servant of Reru’s father
I cut the grass shitif!
I cut the grass shitif!

And again the girl replied:
Daddy’s servant cutting the grass shitif!
When you go home
Greet Daddy
Greet Mummy
Greet Uncle
Greet Sister
Greet Brother!
The girl who didn’t like men with scars is now languishing in the hollow of a baobab tree!

The servant said to himself,
“Definitely it is Reru inside this baobab tree.”
He quickly went back home. He asked for a grindstone. The women said,
“Reru’s servant, you have never ground corn in this house, so why now?”
He replied that he had heard a nice song, and therefore be wanted to sing it.\fn{ As he ground.} so that they could
hear it. So they gave him some corn and a grindstone. He then started grinding and singing:
I, the servant of Reru’s father
I cut the grass shitif!
I cut the grass shitif!

And again the girl replied:
Daddy’s servant cutting the grass shitif!
When you go home
Greet Daddy
Greet Mummy
Greet Uncle
Greet Sister
Greet Brother!
The girl who didn't like men with scars is now languishing in the hollow of a baobab tree!

Immediately the mother of the girl asked,
“Where did you hear this song?” The servant replied,
“I heard it under a certain baobab tree.”
He was then asked to take people to the place. All the people of the town gathered there. Some were carrying
machetes, others axes. They all headed towards the place to cut the tree. When they came to the place the servant
sang:
I, the servant of Reru’s father
I cut the grass shitif!
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I cut the grass shitif!

The girl heard him and replied:
Daddy’s servant cutting the grass shitif!
When you go home
Greet Daddy
Greet Mummy
Greet Uncle
Greet Sister
Greet Brother!
The girl who didn’t like men with scars is now languishing in the hollow of a baobab tree!

When the people heard this song they all shouted,
“This is Reru’s voice. She is inside the tree!”
They all started to cut down the baobab tree. They kept on cutting and cutting and cutting. When the tree
leaned to one side, as if it was falling down, it went straight up again. The people became tired and exhausted.
Then a leper came and greeted them. He asked,
“What is going on here?” They replied,
“We want to cut down this tree and bring out a girl, but we are unable.” The leper then said,
“If I cut down the tree and get the girl out, would you marry her to me?”
They agreed. Some doubted the leper—they thought that if they as able-bodied men could not cut it down,
what chance would a leper have? Anyway, he was given the chance to try.
After just three shakes the tree fell down.
The girl appeared. She was taken home and nursed. After a while she became fully recovered.
After a couple of days, the leper came back and asked about the promise made to him. The parents fulfilled
their promise despite the fact that the girl didn’t want to marry him. So the girl got married to the leper, and she
was asked to follow him. Her parents gave her a lot of possessions, such as calabashes, mats, etc. The leper
refused to take her to his father’s house but put her in a separate house.
Since he was a leper, whenever he came to the house the girl would put his food in a broken piece of calabash.
However, unknown to the girl, the leper was a Prince. When he went to the palace he changed himself into a
normal healthy person, but whenever he came to see her, he changed back into a leper. The girl thus always
treated him like a leper, giving him his food in a broken calabash, and he would always accept the food without
complaint. Then after eating the food he would go out and change himself back into a whole and healthy man.
This continued for a long time. Then one day he told his courtiers,
“Today I would like you to escort me to Reru’s house, so come with your horses, and at the same time I want
drummers and those who blow on instruments such as flutes to follow us. Today I will show her that I am
somebody.”
So all the courtiers and drummers followed him. They were all dressed up finely in expensive clothes, and
their horses were dressed up also. The drummers were beating their drums while the courtiers were singing his
praise. He rode in front and they all followed him. They approached Reru’s house, with the praise singers saying:
He who eats in a broken calabash
The husband of Reru
He who drinks in a broken calabash
The husband of Reru
Who is married to a leper? Reru
Who is married to a leper? Reru!

When she heard the song, she asked the old woman who was plaiting her hair,
“Can you hear a song? That Reru must be lucky. Surely I am not the one!” The old woman already knew what
was happening, and she told her,
“Probably you are the one.” The girl replied,
“It couldn’t be me!” The old woman insisted,
“You are the one, and let me therefore advise you on what you should do when they arrive. You must go and
hold the bridle of the horse, and as soon as you hold it he will change himself into a hyena, and then a lion, and
then a tiger, and then an elephant, and then a snake, and he will transform himself into many things that will
frighten you, but you mustn’t let go of the bridle.”
So when they came to the house singing:
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He who eats in a broken calabash
The husband of Reru
He who drinks in a broken calabash
The husband of Reru
Who is married to a leper? Reru
Who is married to a leper? Reru!

So when they reached the front door, the girl quickly came out and went and grabbed the horse’s bridle. The
Prince started changing himself into wild beasts such as a lion, an elephant, a tiger, a snake, etc. But she held on
tight, and did not get scared at all.
When the Prince saw that, he smiled and entered the house. The girl then began decorating the place by
spreading a very good mat, and she cooked nice food and displayed all kinds of luxurious items. The Prince,
however, remained where he used to eat, and he told her,
“I would neither sit down nor eat your food unless you bring me the broken calabash you used to give me.”
The girl immediately burst into tears. The Prince then said,
“You should stop crying—if you want me to eat your food, you should go and get the tail of the last-born of a
lioness and wash all these calabashes with it. Only then will I eat your food.”
The girl said that she would get such a tail. So she collected flies and roasted them with salt, and then she set
out to seek the tail of the last-born of a lioness. She went to the house of a monster and climbed up the tree under
which the monster was sitting. When the monster yawned, the girl dropped a bit of salted and roasted flies into her
mouth. Time [after] time the monster yawned, the girl dropped the roasted flies into her mouth. Then the monster
said,
“Whoever is dropping down to me this nice food should come down before my children return.”
The girl therefore climbed down. The monster asked her where she came from and the girl told her that she
was looking for the tail of the last-born of a lioness. The monster replied,
“You will get it!”
She then went on to tell the girl that she had to hide before her children came back, and the monster hid the
girl. When her children came back from hunting, they said that they could smell a human being, but the monster
replied,
“I am part human, part monster. If you wish, you can kill me!” The children replied,
“If we kill you, there would be no one to take care of us!”
That night the monster asked the girl to come out of hiding. She showed her the room in which her children
slept, and she informed the girl that if the room was dark, it meant that they were awake, but if it was bright, it
meant that the children were asleep. She directed the girl to go to the room when it was bright and to go to the last
row where the last-born would be and she could cut off his tail with a knife.
The girl approached the room. When she was near she noticed that the room was dark, so she quickly ran back.
Unfortunately, the children heard the noise and they all followed her. The monster quickly came out and they said
to her,
“Mother, we told you that there is a human being in this house!” The monster replied,
“No, it is only me—I just wanted to see if you were asleep!” So they went back to their rooms.
After a while, the monster asked the girl to try again. This time she found the room completely bright, as if it
were daylight. So she followed the monster’s instructions and found the last-born and cut off his tail. When she
came out, the monster asked her,
“Have you got it?” The girl replied,
“Yes.” She told her that she had to set out for home early in the morning, because if the children woke up and
discovered what had happened, she would be in trouble.
The following morning the girl set out very early. She began to run and run and run. In the meantime, the
children woke up. The firstborn yawned and jumped up and said:
I, the firstborn
Wake up and see my tail dangling zayaw.

The second one also yawned and jumped up and said:
I, the second-born
Wake up and see my tail dangling zayaw.
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They all did the same. When it carne to the turn of the last-born, he yawned and jumped up and said:
I, the last-born
Wake up and see my tail cut gutul

They all shouted, “Someone has cut off the last-born’s tail! Someone has cut off the last-born’s tail! We must
get him! We must get him!” They made a drum and started beating while singing:
Whoever cut off the last-born’s tail
Come back, come back, back, back!

As a result the girl who was running home was drawn back and back. The monster realized what was
happening and she took the drum from her children and started beating it herself and singing:
Whoever cut off the last-born’s tail
Go forward, go forward, forward, forward!

And so the girl moved forward. When she reached home, she clung to the roof of a round hut, as the monster
had instructed her to do. The children said,
“No, mother, you don’t know how to do it!”
So they took the drum from the mother and sang their song, but the girl only kept on going round the hut. In
the end they abandoned their drumming.
At home the girl used the tail to wash the dishes as well as to dust the furniture in the house. The Prince
accepted her. He gave her food and they lived happily ever after.
2
There was once a girl called Uwayya. Her father had four wives. The father wanted someone to guard his
cotton farm, so he went to the huts of his wives asking them in turn to allow their daughters to guard his cotton
farm. They all refused.. The head-wife said,
“What! How can I give you my daughter to be taken to the forest? Am I mad?”
So he went away without asking the wife who only had one daughter. She asked,
“Why are you asking the others and not me?” He replied,
“Well, if the others, who have many daughters, have refused me, would you say any different?”
“Oh no,” she answered. “Isn’t she your daughter? Do what you like with her!” He said,
“I want her to guard my cotton farm, and she has to stay on the farm.” She said,
“By Allah, let her do it—what will happen to her? Nothing!”
So she was then taken there. A beautiful house was built for her. Items of food were taken to her. Then a dove
came to her and said,
“Servant of God, may I share your room?” She replied,
“Oh yes, come—why should a person not love another person?” The dove said,
“Okay!” And she entered and made her nest by the door. Then Uwayya said,
“Let me go and fetch water for us.” The dove replied,
“Okay, go and fetch some.”
She went to a stream nearby to fetch the water. She met three spirits and they asked her,
“Where are you? May we come and play with you at night?” She answered,
“Yes, come!” Then they said,
“Okay!” When she returned she told the dove, and the dove said,
“Finish your meal and go to bed as soon as possible.” She said,
“Okay!”
She quickly prepared the meal, ate it and went to bed. They then came to play, singing:
Has Uwayya gone to bed?

The dove said:
Oh, Uwayya until tomorrow
If the owner of tomorrow\fn{Allah.} agrees
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Oh, Uwayya is tired out from running around
Oh, Uwayya until tomorrow
If the owner of tomorrow agrees
Oh, Uwayya is tired out from running around!

Then they began their games:
This game you go up, up, up
His game you come back, back, back
This game you go up, up, up, up.
This game you come back back, back!

They played and left.
The following morning she went to fetch water, and they met again:
“Servant of God, when we came, where were you?” She replied,
“I was asleep—but come early today—I want to go to bed early.”
When she came back, she told the dove. The dove said,
“Do what I told you to do yesterday. Finish the food early and go to bed.” She replied,
“Yes!”
She finished quickly and went to bed. Then they came:
This game you go up, up, up
This game you come back, back, back
This game you go up, up, up
This game you come back, back, back!

They went away.
On the day when she was to return home, having finished guarding the cotton, they said to her,
“Make sure we get you when we come!” She said,
“Okay!” When she told the dove, she said,
“Don’t go out, they are going to kill you.” She said,
“Okay!” Then she finished her food and went to bed. They then came:
Has Uwayya gone to bed?
Oh, Uwayya until tomorrow
If the owner of tomorrow agrees
Oh, Uwayya is tired out from running around!
This game you go up, up, up
This game you come back, back, back!

When they were going, they left behind silver, gold and many valuable things. The following morning the dove
saw,\fn{What was left behind} and she said,
“This is what was left behind for you. Come and collect it.”
She collected it and kept it safely, She was then taken back home. The co-wives of her mother, who had
refused their daughters, saw the riches and said that it would be their turn the following year. The father said,
“Okay!”
The following year, the head-wife insisted that it would be her daughter who should guard the farm. She was
taken to the farm. She happened to be a spoiled child who had no respect for elders. A house was built for her and
foodstuff was taken there. When the dove came she asked,
“Servant of God, may I come and stay with you?”
“Well, come in but behave yourself!” So she entered, but with reservations. The girl said,
“Let me go and fetch water to prepare food.” The dove replied,
“Okay.” At the stream the girl met the spirits:
“Oh friend, we are coming to play with you!” She replied,
“Yes, do come. How could I refuse you?” When she came back she told the dove who said,
“Prepare the food quickly and go to bed.” She said,
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“What! My friends are coming and I am to remain indoors? On no, I am going to play with them!” The dove
said,
“Please do what I tell you!” She replied,
“No. I am going to go out!” When they came, they said:
Has Umayya gone to bed?

The dove answered:
Oh, Uwayya until tomorrow!

“What?! I am awake, I am coming out!”
“Do not go out.”
“I am going out!”
But in the end she did not go out. They played and departed.
In the end the time came for her to go home. She saw them and she said,
“Come today and we shall play. Come—I will come out.”
She told the dove. The dove pleaded,
“Please do not go out!” She replied,
“What! To remain indoors when others have come to play? I am going out!” The dove said
“Okay!” When they came and called her the dove said:
Oh, Uwayya until tomorrow!

“I am coming, don’t mind the idiot! Here I am!”
She went out and they started the game. They killed her and left her with her teeth sticking out.
Meanwhile her mother was extremely happy when they went off to bring her home. They saw her teeth from
afar, as if she were laughing. She said,
“Shut your mouth—we know that you are rich with gold, like your sister. Shut your mouth! We are coming to
help you carry the riches home.”
When they arrived, they found her dead. She was taken away, dead, and the mother said that had she known,
she would not have allowed her to go.
3
There were once seven girls who went off strolling into the forest one day to allow the henna they had put on
to take effect. They saw a fig tree which had a lot of fruit on it, and the girls said to one other,
“Let’s remove our henna and climb the tree and pluck its fruit.” So they all removed the henna and climbed the
fig tree.
While they were plucking the fruit, six of the seven girls, who were wise, hid three out of every six figs that
they plucked, but the seventh, being foolish, did not hide even one. Whenever she plucked the fruit she just ate it
all up. The six wise ones had hidden the fruit for their parents. The girls all plucked everything and they left the
fig tree without any fruit left on it. As they could not find any more fruit they said to one another,
“Let’s climb down and go home.” So they climbed down and went home.
On arriving home, they found their parents sitting in the shade of a tree chatting. Each of the six wise girls then
took some of the fruit she had hidden and gave them to her mother, saying,
“Mother, here is yours.” The mothers then replied,
“A-a-a-a so it is fig fruits you’ve brought?! Thank you!” When it came to the turn of the foolish one, her
mother turned and said.
“You, where is mine?” The girl replied,
“I ate everything.”
“You did what? Without further delay you should at once go out and look for some fig fruits and bring them to
me. If you fail to bring some to me, I will not give you your new dress to enable you to join your companions in
the playground. Do you hear?”
The girl then left her mother. and went into the bush in search of a fig tree, because she wanted her mother to
give her the new dress so that she could go off and join the rest of her playmates in the playground. Her friends
had already received theirs and had left for the playground to play. In her search she came to the fig tree (the one
they had left without any fruit on it) and she knelt down before it and said:
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“Fig, Fig, I have come to you.”
“My dear little girl, why have you come to me?”
“I have come to you to get some of your fruits.”
“My dear little girl, who are you taking to?”
“I am taking it to my mother.”
“What will your mother give you?”
“She will give me a new dress.”
“Who will you take the new dress to?”
“It is mine for celebration.”
“Who are you going to play with?”
“I am going to play with my mates who are already in the play ground playing.”

The fig tree then answered,
“Little girl, without manure, how can I bear fruit? If you want me to bear fruit for you, you should go to the
shepherd’s camp and collect the dung and bring it to me.” The girl answered,
“Okay.”
She then left for the shepherd’s camp. When she got there she went straight to the cattle and knelt before them
and said:
“Cattle, Cattle, I have come to you.”
“What do you want?”
“I have come to collect your dung.”
“What are you going to do with it?”
“I will take it to the fig tree.”
“What will the fig tree give you in return?”
“He is to give me his fruit.”
“Who will you take the fruit to?”
“I will take it to my mother.”
“What will your mother give you?”
“She will give me a new dress.”
“What is the dress meant for?”
“It is mine for celebration.”
“Who are you going to play with?”
“I am going to play with my mates who are already in the playground playing.”

The cattle then said,
“Little girl, we haven’t had enough grass to feed on, so how can we provide you with dung? If you want our
dung than you must go and bring us some grass to eat.” The girl replied,
“Okay.”
She then went straight to the river bank where she could find fresh grass, but all she could find were the stems
standing without any leaves on them. She knelt before them and said:
“Grass, Grass, I have come to you.”
“What do you want?”
“I have come to collect your grass.”
“What are you going to do with it?”
“I will take it to the cattle.”
“What will the cattle give you in return?”
“They will give me their dung.”
“What are you going to do with it?”
“I will take it to the fig tree.”
“What will the fig tree give you in return?”
“He is to give me his fruit.”
“Who will you take the fruit to?”
“I will take it to my mother.”
“What will your mother give you?”
“She will give me a new dress.”
“What is the dress meant for?”
“It is mine for celebration.”
“Who are you going to play with?”
“I am going to play with my mates who are already in the playground playing.”

The grass then replied,
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“Whoops! My little girl, there is no rain. If only I could have enough water …”
While she was still standing there, God sent rain on the grass. The grass sprouted and she cut some of it and
took it to the cattle. They ate it and provided her with dung. She carried the dung to the fig tree. The fig tree then
brought forth new fruit. She said to herself,
“That’s good!” She climbed the fig tree and plucked the fruit she wanted and tied them up in her wrapper and
then carried them home to her mother. She said,
“Mother, here it is!” The mother answered,
“Thank you! You can now have your new dress for the celebration in the playground. Your friends are already
there. Dress up quickly and join them!”
The girl was very happy to get her new dress. She ran to the playground hoping to meet her friends to play
with them. When she arrived she heard the clapping of hands—rap, rap, rap, rap!—and she saw some girls
playing. She thought that they were her friends and so she went straight towards them, but unfortunately they
were hyenas disguised as girls. When the hyena-girls saw her, they approached her and they said,
“Our dear good friend, welcome, welcome!”
They gave her a good welcome and then went back to their playing. While they were busy playing, one of the
hyena-girls called the girl and she said,
“My good little girl and friend, come here. I have some news to tell you about ourselves. Because I love you
dearly, I am going to tell you this.” The girl replied,
“Okay.” The hyena then went on,
“As you see us here, we are not human beings, but true hyenas. Because I love you I want you to run away
from here when you see that all of us have been taken in by the game. You should then go home straight away, for
if you stay here we shall eat you.” The girl answered,
“All right!”
She then joined them in the game, watching carefully every move they made while they were playing noisily
and rowdily, and then she sneaked away unnoticed. She ran and ran and ran until she reached home panting and
out of breath. The hyenas meantime were saying,
“Where is our friend? Where is our friend? She has run away, she has run away, she has run away! Follow her,
follow her!”
The girl entered the house as the hyena-girls arrived at its entrance. She said to her mother:
“Mummy, Mummy, open the door for me!”
“Let what has followed you devour you!”
“Daddy, Daddy, open the door for me!”
“Let what has followed you devour you!”
“My Stepmother, my Stepmother, open the door for me!”
“Let what has followed you devour you!”

She called on all the women of the house to open the door, and they all said in turn that what had followed her
should devour her. Only the slave-woman called Arziki was left to call on:
“Arziki, Arziki, open the door for me!”
Arziki got up and opened the door. She threw a cock for the hyena-girls and they took it and went away. Well,
the girl, after they had gone, cried and cried in Arziki’s room. She said,
“You see, my parents do not love me. I shall desert them and go off into the world. I would rather become, God
forbid, a prostitute!” Arziki then said,
“Well, what can I say, Fatsimatu? What can a slave say?”
Early the following morning, the girl took up her belongings and left the house not knowing where she was
going. She was crying all the time, saying,
“I will go anywhere since my parents do not love me.”
She came to a large town, and decided to stay there. One day the Emir of the town saw her, and she appealed to
him as she was very beautiful. He desired her to be his wife. He married her and she went and lived with him and
his other wives in the palace. She became the favorite wife and the Emir gave her much wealth and she became
rich. One day her parents learnt that she had become rich so they wanted to send for her to come home. They said,
“Who is there who can go and call her? Well, let’s look for a suitable messenger who will go and tell her that
her mother has died. That way she will certainly come home immediately.” A pigeon came and said,
“Send me.” They asked,
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“When you go, what will you say?” It replied,
“I will say, ‘You little girl with a big stomach!’” They said,
“Go away!” Then a dove came and asked,
“What’s happening?” They replied,
“We want to send for Fatsimatu.”
“You may send me.”
“What will you say when you go?” She replied,
“Kuu, kuu, kuu!” The parents replied in annoyance,
“For God’s sake, go away!” Then there came a crow who asked,
“What are you doing here?” They answered,
“We just wanted to go and call Fatsimatu at such and such a place. She is in that town living with the Emir as
his wife.” The crow then said,
“You can send me.”
“What will you say to her on your arrival?” He said,
“Kwaa, kwaa, kwaa!” They replied,
“For God’s sake go away!” Then came the crownbird who said,
“What are you doing here?” They replied,
“We wanted to send for Fatsimatu who is in the chiefs palace.” He replied,
“You can send me.”
“If you go what will you say?” He answered,
“You just send me.”
“Okay, Mr. Crownbird,” replied the parents, “Go and tell Fatsimatu that her mother is dead.” He replied,
“That’s fine.”
So off he flew to the emirs palace and stood on the rooftop. From there he saw Fatsimatu with her co-wives
pounding flour. He called,
“Fatsimatu! Fatsimatu! You’ve got a message. Fatsimatu, your mother is dead—that’s why I am sent to call
you!” Fatsimatu replied:
I don’t feel like coming, Crownbird
I don’t feel like coming, Crownbird
Go back home, Crownbird!

He went back and reported that she refused to come. He was asked to go back a second time and say that now
it was her father who was dead. He replied,
“Okay.” He went again and stood on the roof top and called:
“Fatsimatu, Fatsimatu, you are wanted at home Fatsimatu, your father is dead I am sent to inform you!” She
replied,
I don’t feel like coming
I don’t feel like coming
Go back home, Crownbird
Go back home. Crownbird!

He went back again and reported that she still refused to come. They asked him to go back for a third time and
say that now it was her mother’s co-wife who had died. So he went back and called:
“Fatsimatu, Fatsimatu, you are wanted at home Fatsimatu, your mother’s co-wife is dead That’s why I am sent
to tell you!” She replied:
I don’t feel like coming
I don’t feel like coming
Go back home, Crownbird
Go back home. Crownbird!

He went back and reported that Fatsimatu still refused to come. They said,
“Now go back and say that Arziki is the one who has died.” He replied,
“Rubbish! Her mother, father and the co-wife of her mother died, and she refused to come so how would she
come for a slave called Arziki?”
Some insisted that he should try again, for she might be convinced still. So he went back again and called:
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“Fatsimatu, Fatsimatu, you are wanted at home. Fatsimatu, Arziki is dead. That is why I am sent to tell you!”
When Fatsirnatu heard this, she threw away the mortar that was in her hands, and she said:
I am coming, Crownbird
I am coming, Crownbird
I am corning, Crownbird
I am trying to get ready, Crownbird
I am coming, Crownbird!

And she therefore called to her slaves and said,
“Bring me some rice!” And to the Crownbird she said,
“Tell them that they should not bury her until I come.” When the Emir heard what Fatsimatu had said, he
immediately sent for more rice and corn. He told the slaves,
“Now let all of you carry it.”
They put everything in bags and loaded them on donkeys to go to Fatsirnatu’s village. Fatsimatu rode a horse
and she rode in front while the slaves and the caravan of the donkeys loaded with rice and corn followed behind,
As they approached the village, she turned to the slaves and said,
“You see all those goods you are carrying should not be unloaded in anyone’s hut in the compound save that
belonging to Arziki. These all belong to her.” The slaves answered,
“Okay, okay!”
Due to the size of the bags, the slaves had to struggle before they could pass through the gate of the compound,
Every single person in the compound came out shouting and rejoicing, saying,
“Here is Fatsimatu, here is Fatsirnatu!”
Her parents stood by their doors, hoping that all the goods they saw were theirs. But, alas, all was taken to
Arziki’s hut and unloaded there. Fatsirnatu said,
“It all belongs to Arziki. If it wasn’t for her I would have been eaten by the hyenas.” When the slaves had
finished unloading the goods in Arziki's room, Fatsimatu turned to the slaves and said,
“Now you have finished—let us go home.”
All of them turned around and returned home, leaving Fatsimatu’s parents standing their watching, their hopes
dashed.
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Kaduna, Kaduna State,

1
… The last time this festival was performed was in 1948. Most elderly Nnobi people therefore had a clear
recollection of the activities and beliefs associated with the festival. Indeed, one of those interviewed, one of the
oldest men in Nnobi called Ezudona, had himself gone through some of the rituals required for the taking of the
Ozo Aha title associated with this festival. Ezudona has also never been a Christian and still worships the goddess
Idemili. Two other men whose vivid accounts are reported here, were Nnajide and Eze Enyinwa, neither of whom
has ever stepped into a church or been a Christian. They also worship the goddess. I shall first describe the festival
and then show its relationship to the goddess Idemili and the ideology of male dominance.
The central figures in this festival were the men with the title Ozo Aha, associated with the spirit of Aho. Like
the Ekwe title, it was involuntary, that is, taken as a result of spirit possession. But unlike the Ekwe title, which
may be taken by any Nnobi woman possessed by the spirit of the goddess, only men from certain patrilineages in
Umuona took the Ozo Aha title. A possible candidate would consult the priest of Aho as soon as he experienced
signs of possession, which may begin even in childhood. Through divination, the man would be told that Aho
wished him to take his title. Only those who had taken the title and those in the process of taking the title carried
the okwa masks during the festival. There were many taboos surrounding one who had taken the title. For
example, when he was eating, he was not allowed to mention the names of certain birds, like egbe, utugbe, ugene
oma.\fn{A note reads: Egbe, hawk, which was the sign on the okwa mask, belongs to the kite family, and so possibly do the others .} One
was forbidden to mention the word Nnokwa\fn{A note reads: The Nnokwa taboo is associated with the story of how the
neighbouring town Nnokwa “opened up rain” on okwa masqueraders returning from Agu Ukwu Nri when they were passing through
Nnokwa. “Opened up rain” means using rain-makers to induce rainfall. As the story goes, only a certain old man called Eze Odije
survived. This old man, when he noticed that it was raining, had taken off his mask from his head and put it on his shoulder. The water
trickling down from the mask did not therefore enter his mouth and therefore he did not die. All the other men died as ukpe, which was
really poison but used for painting the mask, got wet and entered their mouths. After that incident, okwa was always carried on the
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shoulder.} or to talk about the ushie dance.\fn{A note reads: Usbie or ufie was an exclusive dance performed only by Ozo titled
men.} In this, he was no different from the titled elites of the time and the protocol surrounding them.

The Ikpu Okwa festival took place in the tenth month of the traditional calendar and lasted for one month. It
began with the roasting of yam, a very male thing. As with most Nnobi religious activities, ritual homage was
paid. In this case, the head of yam was circulated. Each male head of a household would send yarn to his immediate social superior. Next was the looting ritual, when Umuona would invite all Nnobi major lineages in turn to eat
roasted cocoyarn. While a lineage group would be in Umuona eating cocoyarn, the whole of Umuona, including
women and children, would take to their heels and go rampaging in the compounds and gardens of their guests.
This was called the gladness or joy of okwa, onu okwa. What Umuona aimed at getting were the things needed for
the festival such as young yellow palm leaves, omu, from which the layers of raffia-like skirts which the
masqueraders wore were brushed out. They also looted other petty foodstuffs such as coconuts, garden eggs and
vegetables. They may drink any palm-wine left on the trees but may not loot any major economic item such as
yarn, cocoyarn or livestock. The guests at Umuona in turn may do a bit of looting on their way home. This would
go on until Umuona would have exchanged looting with all the other major patrilineages in Nnobi.
Next was the wrestling ceremony, whereby Umuona invited the different major patrilineages in turn for a
wrestling bout\fn{A note reads: This wrestling competition was done by young men who were selected by each major patrilineage to
represent them. Those who were victorious simply jubilated .} and which was performed before the okwa masks would be
carried on the heads.\fn{A note reads: It appears that the masks were carried on the head locally and on the shoulder for external
visits.} The decoration of the masks was done in secret. This was the responsibility of a particular patrilineage in
Umuona where the title nwunye nonu, wife nonu, was taken. Even though this title was held by a man, he was
referred to as wife here in the sense of being in a domestic or service relationship to those holding the Ozo Abo
title. He and his patrilineage were responsible for preparing the ukpe dye which was rubbed on the masks. He was
also responsible for decorating the body of the priest of Aho, who carried the main mask with camwood dye,
ushie. Several days before the emergence of the masqueraders, those who would perform the masquerade would
spend each night performing a ritual called iti nkpu Abo, the night call to Aho to emerge from the wild.
Fully decorated in dyes and young yellow palm fronds, the masquerade, led by the priest of Aho, retraced the
primordial route of Aho. They would emerge from a piece of forest in Umuona called Agbo Abo, go to the shrine
of the Earth Spirit of Nnobi again in Umuona, and then proceed along the route to the shrine of Udide. From
there, they would visit patrilineage shrines in the ancestral obi of each minor patrilineage in Nnobi to perform the
ritual called igwo ngwolo, the sitting position of the lame. At each shrine, the priest of Aho would sit in this
position while yam, cocoyam and money amd kola-nuts were filed out for him in eights. He would then invoke
blessing on that shrine, purifying it and warding off evil spirits. He would continue thus till he had visited all the
lineage shrines in the whole of Nnobi. He would then proceed to Aho’s open space and the shrine, where the
wrestling competition involving the whole town would be performed.
For this town competition, the titled men and women of all the different villages and patrilineages would
gather in Aho square. These titled people would take their individual chairs with them, with the Ozo-titled men
wearing their eagle plumes. They usually sat in a circle, apart from other common spectators. The main
masquerader, the priest of Aho known as Isi Aho, and other masqueraders known as the children of Aho, Umu
Aho, would place themselves in the center of the circle formed by the titled. The priest of Aho would again take
the sitting position of the lame in the center of the circle, hitting his hands and feet on the ground and boasting of
his powers. As he would be doing this, people would strain forward to see what he was doing, while they would
be shipped indiscriminately by the children of Aho. Then a ritual involving the cutting of ritual marks on the
chest, igbuchi obi, would be performed by fearless young men. They would go in front of the priest of Aho and lie
down. The priest would then cut them twice on their chests with a knife and rub medicine on the cuts. This
indicated that from henceforth, Aho would protect them.
Then the priest of Aho, carrying the main okwa mask, would engage in ritual embrace with his wife in a dance
exclusive to Ozo-titled men, ushie, for the whole okwa performance was exclusively male. For this reason, the
priest’s wife would have gone through a ritual which would give her male status so that she could participate in
this dance with her husband. She would therefore wear a string anklet, like Ozo-titled men. After the priest had
embraced his wife four times, he would stand in the middle of the open space with his legs astride. All pregnant
women present would then crawl on hands and knees in between his legs to pick yellow palm leaf, ikpa omu.
Each woman would hold one strand from behind and one from the front and break out tiny pieces. The women
would then take them home to cook in sauce and eat. They were not expected to touch any other medicine till
their babies were born.
Just like the deity Aho who punished by whipping, okwa masqueraders carried whips with which they whipped
spectators indiscriminately but gently.
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After the performance at the open space in front of the Aho shrine, the whole masquerade would then pass
through Nnokwa to Agu Ukwu Nri and retrace their steps back to Nnobi and go to the Afo central market-place,
where the masqueraders continued their indiscriminate whipping. During this occasion, old women would go to
be whipped, in the belief that by so doing, Aho took away any illness in their bodies. Finally, the priest would go
back to the shrine of Aho. He would shake his body vigorously and shed the beautiful palm fronds on his body
onto the ground. This was described as a very beautiful and amazing sight. He would then disappear into the
virgin forest of Aho into the wild.
The okwa masquerade was extremely male, both in its composition, oudook and rituals. It is because of the
very maleness of this ritual symbolism that the titled man who had to perform typical female domestic duty of
preparing dyes and colorful decorations had to be called a wife. The mask itself was carved from strong heavy
wood in the shape of a mortar for pounding, hence its name okwa. The assertion of patriarchy and male
dominance are symbolized in three rituals, in particular, the visiting of village and patrilineage shrines to sanctify
them, the crawling of pregnant women between the legs of the priest of Aho to pick young palm leaves, and the
final ritual of undressing the goddess.
I was given two explanations as to why pregnant women had to crawl on hands and knees under the towering
body of the masquerader of Aho to pick pieces of palm-leaf which they were supposed to cook and eat. According
to one explanation, this was done to avoid having a baby who would sway its head from left to right or rock its
head like the okwa mask carriers.\fn{A note reads: The very heavy weight of the mask made those carrying it sway their heads from
side to side. Ezudona, who had spent most of his life and wealth taking the Ozo Aho tide, was more secretive and evasive about the reason
why women picked and ate the palm-leaves. According to him, no one knew the reason, it was the custom, but, perhaps, it was done to
avoid difficulty in childbirth. Apart from the assertion of male dominance, Aho might also be claiming the power of procreation. He
publicly embraces his wife four times—a gesture never done in public under normal circumstances—and pregnant women crawl in
between his legs. These all have sexual connotations.}

2
At the beginning of the season of ritual festivals, omu, young yellow palm leaves were decorated round the
shrine of the goddess Idemili.
This was done by the priest of Idemili shrine in conjunction with Umuona. At the end of the festival for Aho,
which took place at the end of the period of religious activities, the priest of Aho would go to Idemili shrine to
untie the palm leaves with which her shrine had been decorated. As Aho priest arrived for this ritual, spectators
would laugh and tease the goddess, singing that her husband had arrived. This ritual was called ita omu, untying
young yellow palm leaves, or ita ogodo, to untie a woman’s wrapper or undress her.
There were two reasons given by Umuona people for the performance of this ritual. One was that Umuona was
the head of Nnobi, the ancestral home of all Nnobi, and therefore had ritual prerogative. The second reason was
that Aho was Idemili’s husband and, as such, first protected his wife from public view at the beginning of the
season of festivities by covering her, and at the end, I suppose as a husband would say in English, “the party is
over, time to undress,” he equally “undressed” her.
At the beginning of the okwa festival, before the commencement of the yam roasting ritual, the priest of Aho
would take yam to Idemili as night food, itu nni anyasi. A husband customarily gave his wife yam as his
contribution to the daily food in the household. Some saw this as a bribe or payment for a wife’s sexual service
and associated the expressed “night food” with the fact that sexual intercourse usually took place at night. The
Nnobi saying which claims that a wife answers her husband’s call reluctantly or sharply when she knows there is
no yam left in the yam stack, may support this claim.\fn{ A note reads: Nnobi people believed that objects or people’s physical
characteristics had strong influences on babies in the womb. Consequently, pregnant women avoided looking at “ugly” or deformed people
for fear that their babies would resemble them.}

However, it is also possible to see the giving of yam to Idemili in the context of the paying of ritual homage
which was done in Umuona at the beginning of the okwa festival. In this case, Umuona would not only be
acknowledging the ritual seniority of the goddess, but also the antiquity of the goddess with its embodied matriarchy. Umuona would also be acknowledging the male status of the goddess since, like a fully fledged independent
male, she had an obi and an ikenga, as was mentioned by her priest, Eze Agba. The whole Aho cult therefore
symbolizes the incursion of a patriarchal people on an indigenous matriarchal society. The fact that figurines of all
the other deities in Nnobi which have their shrines elsewhere, including Aho himself, are represented in the main
Idemili shrine supports this claim.
It is interesting that, even though Aho is seen as the husband of Idemili, and their relationship conceived of in
terms of that of husband and wife in the household, Aho is not seen as a superior or more a power deity than
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Idemili, not even by Umuona people who, alone, worship him. Instead, Aho is seen as a man struggling to
maintain a male authority over a very wealthy, independent and extremely popular woman. This idea is expressed
in another myth which claimed that Aho was the husband of Idemili. Idemili, being very industrious, soon became
a great woman; rich, powerful and much more popular than her husband, Aho. There is the belief that the way to
humble an arrogant woman is to marry a second wife. So, Aho married Mo. Idemili, in her anger, closed all the
other rivers, including that of Aho and Mo, and said that only her own river would continue to run. Aho, in male
indignation, ruled that thenceforth, all important activities in Nnobi would be performed at Mo’s place. Afo is one
of the days of the week, the main market day and the name of the central market-place. Indeed, most festivals and
activities take place there.
When I put it to the present priest of Idemili that it is said that Aho is Idemili’s husband, he got angry and
indignant. This is what he had to say:
No, he is not! Who was there when he went and took her for wife? You should ask them to say who witnessed the day
that Aho took palm-wine to go and get Idemili. Who was there when alus, nmuo\fn{Deities.} originated? All I know is
that my own fathers did not tell me this. Umuona is just boasting. It is only people who claim that Aho is Idemili’s
husband. These are things which people came to the world and began to say. Have you ever seen where people
accompanied deities to go and get other deities for marriage? It is when talking about customs that people tell these
stories.

In reply to the denial of marriage by the priest of Idemili, Umuona people maintained that Aho gives yam to
Idemili and that, in the household, yam is given to a wife by a husband! …
57.132 The One-Handed Hero\fn{by Funso Aiyejina (1949-

)}

Ososo, Edo State, Nigeria (M) 6

When, after the war with dissidents, Arije returned to Egwure, wearing a faded army uniform, his left hand
amputated just above the wrist, and his mouth teeming with war stories, nobody was surprised.
Arije was one villager about whom there was a consensus. Everyone said something was bound to happen to
him; failing that, he was bound to happen to something. He hated farmwork with a passion but he always had one
scheme or another going to ensure that he stayed robust and well fed. Whenever he was teased about his more
than generous girth and asked how he managed to keep it so well fed, he quipped that the source of the egret’s
whiteness would always remain a secret beyond the reach of the brown-feathered guinea fowl. His, he boasted,
was a charmed life. Let no one attempt to compare their head with his. It was not his fault that they did not choose
better heads from Sokoti, the head-molder in heaven.
He didn’t have to tell them. The villagers knew better than to compare somebody else’s head with theirs. What
if that somebody was the tailless cow whose flies God chased away with strong gales? No, they would never
compare their heads with his. Everyone with his own head. Some heads got a break. Others got broken. The
villagers prayed for a break for their heads and let Arije be with his.
One day, Arije disappeared from the village. His disappearance coincided with the visit of a recruitment team
to solicit volunteers for the war. The recruitment officer had told the villagers that his visit was their golden
opportunity to demonstrate their love for their country. The government, he revealed, was so anxious to give all
able-bodied men the opportunity to demonstrate their love of country that it had abolished the minimum educational requirement for entering the army. Once you could press your thumb on an ink pad and make an impression
with it on paper, you were good enough to serve the nation and be paid for it. To shoot a gun, you pulled its
trigger with your finger. To claim your salary, you made a mark with your thumb. It was that simple. He went on
to paint a picture-perfect image of the army: free food, free housing, free medical care, and, yes, free women.
His promises notwithstanding, not a single villager had volunteered. It was that time of year when all they
cared about was the impending harvest of their cocoa crops. Who did he think he was going to get to abandon
their preharvest cocoa farms to go and fight in a war they knew nothing about? Did he think they were all
freeloaders like Arije or what?
But then, not even Arije had volunteered. At least, nobody in the village remembered his stepping forward to
be counted as a lover of the nation, as the recruitment officer had challenged them to do. When, however, he had
gone missing from the village on the same day the recruitment team visited, the villagers said they should have
known better than to think that Arije could resist the recruitment officer's chant of free this and free that. He must,
they concluded, have sneaked off, behind all the free things, after the meeting in the village square. Were they
worried that he was gone? Why should they? What use was he when he was around? The village promptly
rearranged him into the back room of its consciousness and left him there to mold, until that afternoon when he
returned, after the war, bearing his badges of courage.
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Arije returned to the village about two months after the leader of the dissidents abandoned his people, taking
with him, according to the many tales that soon took root, items ranging from a Mercedes car to concubines in his
executive jet, to go in search of peace, leaving his trusting deputy with the short end of the stick: the task of
surrendering to the federal forces and facing prosecution for treason.
In addition to Arije’s badges of courage, he returned with an order that he should no longer be called Arije.
Really? What should they call him?
OC.
What did that mean?
Officer-in-Charge. However, since he did not want them to bite their uneducated tongues trying to pronounce
all of Officer-in-Charge, OC would do. Seeing how he would be the only one with that kind of a name around, he
would know they were addressing him.
How did he come about this new name, this Offisher-in-Sharge?
Not Offisher-in-Sharge. Officer-in-Charge. Exactly why he told them to keep it simple and call him OC.
Anyway, it meant a big soldier.
How did he get such a big soldier’s name?
It was a long story; someday, when he had the time and the urge, he would tell them. But, in the meantime, did
they hear the good news?
No, what was it? Had they finally raised the price of cocoa?
Cocoa, was that all they ever thought of? There was a life before and after cocoa. No, it was not about cocoa. It
was about him. DC.
What was it?
The Federal Military Government, in recognition of his contribution to the war, was going to declare him a
national hero. Did they know what that meant?
The villagers confessed their ignorance. Would he be kind enough to forgive them, seeing how there was no
school around when they were growing up, and make them wiser, educate them with his knowledge and heroism?
Why not? Someone had to start it someday. When you were named a national hero, you were invited to the
capital, decorated by the General, the biggest soldier in the country, and presented with a thousand anila.
Whaoo. A thousand anila? How much was that?
Ten in ten places in ten places. More money than they had ever seen.
When would this great event take place?
First, his name would be announced on the radio; then, a signal would be sent from the capital, directing him
to report there on the double, to be decorated and presented with one thousand anila.
From that day on, at seven o’clock in the evening, the villagers congregated at the home of Mr. A. A.
Akinyemi, HM—headmaster and sole teacher at the local authority one room primary school which served all the
villages in the area. They did so to listen to the national news and instructions, on his radio, the only radio within
a twenty-mile radius. In the course of the news, every day, except on Fridays and Sundays—out of respect for
Allah and Yahweh—one national hero was named.
There were two categories of heroes—the living and the dead. The living were summoned to the capital to
collect their medals and cash rewards, while the dead, having no need for either, were directed, by the decree
which set up the awards, to pass on both medal and money to a next of kin, designated by the government (the
person didn’t have to be a legal or a blood relative).
There was no way of knowing in advance whether the sole hero for the day was going to be living or dead. The
list was neither alphabetic nor geographic. And there was no telling at what point in the thirty-minute bulletin the
name of the hero for the day would be announced. It varied from day to day. So, if you fought in the war and
survived or if you knew someone who fought in it and you wanted to know whether or not they had qualified for
hero status, you just had to keep tuning in at seven o’clock and stay tuned until seven-thirty, until you heard the
anticipated or got tired waiting for it. It was that simple.
But the villagers had their evenings to spare. Their work was in the day. They waited with bated breath for the
momentous announcement, barely concealing their vicarious identification with Arije’s future importance. At last,
they were going to have their own big man, someone to plead their case before the government. At last, they
would have an elephant killer and the terror of dissidents to plead with the authorities for an increase in the price
of cocoa and a proper road for the transportation of their goods out of the forest. No longer the nine-mile trek to
get a bolekaja wagon to take them to the big market at Akoda.
By the way, which name would be announced on radio? The old or the new?
Arije assured them that he would be addressed by all of his names: OC Arije Abolonjeku.
What about his praise song: Oka Iya AlamaIa? And would they, by any chance, indicate that he was an
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illustrious son of Egwure?
There was no space on the enlistment form for praise names. As for being the illustrious son of Egwure, he was
not sure. Not likely though. He did not put down Egwure as one of his names. Although he indicated that he was
from Egwure, he did not make it a part of his names like those big officers who called themselves So-and-So dan
This or dan That. Did they know that the This and the That in those names were the towns the officers were from?
No, they didn’t.
Yes. And if you saw how many of them were big officers in the army.
But why were so many of them big officers in the army?
Simple; an officer who was a dan This saw a recruit who was a dan That, flam, he promoted him to the rank of
officer. But, not to worry, in the next war, God willing, he would be Arije Abolonjeku dan Egwure.
May God forbid a next war, but should there be one, would they accept him back in the army with only one
hand?
What did they mean, “would they accept him back in the army with only one hand”? If they didn’t know, a
hero was a hero, with or without hands. Did they hear him? A hero was a hero. He didn’t blame them, ignorant
villagers that they were. If only they knew how he lost his hand of courage in the service of the nation, they would
not be asking such a stupid question.
Without even the courtesy of an “alo o?—may I tell a story?”—Arije launched into the story of how he lost his
hand of courage. The villagers listened to this story, which invested him with the status of a hero and gave him the
right to the now famous words, “When-I-become-a-national-hero,” with which he prefaced his long list of what
he would and would not do once he was crowned a national hero. If OC asked for food and you were slow in
offering him some, he would remind you of what he would do or not do to the likes of you once he was anointed a
national hero; if he asked you for two things and you only had one to give, he would promise to show you how
not to be mean to a future national hero; if he owed money to you and you made the mistake of reminding him
that payment was long overdue, he would ask you what money you thought you had that you were allowing it to
get to your head, just wait until he got his one thousand anila and you would see what was called money; if you
met him on one of the village’s narrow footpaths and you were slow in yielding the right of way to him, he would
remind you how, as a national hero, his outriders would run over arrogant fools like you before his official car
finished you off. Arije, also known as OC, soon became known as When-I-become-a-national-hero, and, in no
time, was shortened to When-I.
The villagers listened to the story of the missing hand, a story they had always wanted to ask When-I to tell,
but had not because they did not want to be accused of pointing their questions at the invisible.
When-I launched into his daring, single-handed (no pun intended) capture of the dissident leader.
Were they aware that he, OC Arije, the son of Abolonjeku, singlehandedly captured the leader of the
dissidents?
No, they were not. Didn’t he vanish into thin air before the victorious federal soldiers could arrest him at the
end of the war?
Vanish into what thin air? Nonsense. He did not vanish anywhere. He fled like the coward that he was, with his
tail tucked between his legs.
But didn’t he just single-handedly capture him?
Look at trouble. If only they would keep quiet just long enough for him to put the two feet of his story on the
ground before they lawyered him! Was that too much for a national-hero-in-waiting to ask of a group of ignorant
villagers?
Not at all. They were sorry: it wouldn’t happen again.
Did they hear of the big wedding?
No. What big wedding?
The General’s wedding?
No, they did not.
While the war was on, the General decided that war or no war, a man had to do what a man had to do. He was
tired of not having an official First Lady in the State House. Even the dissidents had a First Lady. Just imagine
that. Never mind that their so-called leader sent his so-called First Lady and their children out of the country
before he declared his dissent. At least he had a First Lady. You must first have one before you could ship or fly
her and the nation’s First Children out for safekeeping. Didn't you? So it was that the General decided to get
married in the middle of the war.
When the General asked the First-Lady-to-be what she most desired for a wedding gift, she said she would like
a mini-zoo on the grounds of the State House for their First-Child-in-the-making. The General asked if that was
all she wanted. She said yes. In that case, it would be ready in twenty-four hours. What manner of animals did she
472

want in her mini- zoo? Only one. Only one? Yes, only one: the leader of the dissidents.
That was how a signal carne to be sent to all the commanding officers on the battlefield: Anyone who delivered Colonel Big Beard before the eve of the General’s wedding would be promoted to the rank of General. Yes.
General. A rank higher than that of any commanding officer. The signal was signed and sealed by the Head of
State, Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, the Groom-in-waiting, and the only General in the country.
What did I do? What kind of a question is that? What did I do? Of course, I did what every man who did not
want God to leave him behind would do: kept pace with God by visiting the most powerful priest in Osomotika
and spreading my life before him.
“Father of all mysteries, I humble myself before you. Fix my future for me.”
Homage to those Osomorika priests. The man took one look at the three miserable stripes on the sleeves of my
uniform and, before I could open my mouth to tell him what kind of a future I wanted, he saw it, right there on his
divination tray. He told me that I was after a promotion, a rapid one.
“Yes, father. I want to become a General. And the only thing standing between me and General is Colonel Big
Beard. With your help, I want to capture Colonel Big Beard as a present for the First-Lady-in-waiting so the
General can give the order to change my three miserable stripes into the btight stars of a General.”
He named his fees and my mouth let out a loud So much? Did I want his help or did I not? There were others
waiting and willing to pay more for less. I begged his forgiveness. It was my poverty that spoke without thinking.
I had a pricker buried in my foot; he was the only one who could root it out. Not to worry, I had his fee on me.
Armed with my newly acquired spells, I went back to the battle front, ready to go after my future as a General.
I made myself invisible, crossed over to the tactical headquarters of the dissidents, and made straight for the
bunker where their leader was living it up. You should have seen me marching about the camp as if I was in my
living room. I even allowed one or two soldiers to bump into me just to watch the confusion on their faces on
bumping into something solid in an empty place.
You know what I saw as I walked into Colonel Big Beard’s bunker? The bastard was busy splitting a beautiful
log of wood. Let me not lie, I stood there salivating. But I quickly remembered that I had a job to do and that after
that job, once I became a General, I would be able to get all the mammy-water queens in all the oceans of the
world.
How was I going to get the Colonel out of the bunker since he was not invisible like me? Well, the priest had
taken care of that. He had given me another spell to put the camp to sleep. Once they were all snoring, in whatever position they were caught by the spell, I made myself visible and woke up the Colonel. He jumped up from
on top of his snoring mammy-water, grasped his pants, and held them up to protect his now limp third leg before
diving for the gun under his pillow. He took aim and fired. But nothing happened. Of course, I had emptied it of
its bullets before I woke him up. I smiled. He wanted to know how I got through his security? What did I do to his
guards? How much did I pay them? It was one question after another. He wouldn’t even pause to let me answer
one before asking a next one. When he finally stopped long enough for me to get in an answer, I told him I had
done to his guards the same thing I did to his queen. That was when he noticed that she was fast asleep and
completely uncovered. He quickly pulled the sheets over her. He realized that I was now the officer and he the
recruit. What did I want? I told him. He said I was mad to think that he would follow me to be exhibited in a zoo.
He would rather die first.
I was the wind. He was the leaf. Wherever the wind directed the leaf, there it went. I commanded him to get
dressed. He did, unable to resist my spell. I handcuffed his right wrist to my left wrist as an additional insurance
and led him, like a sheep, out of his headquarters.
What didn’t he do? He begged, he pleaded, he tried bribery, he tried corruption; he would make me a Major if I
set him free and joined his army. What did he take me for, a fool? He must really have underestimated his own
worth. I was going to be made a General for bringing him in, and there he was, offering to make me a Major if I
set him free and joined his ragged-soon-to-be-vanquished army. Foolish man. No wonder his army was losing the
war.
We had just cleared the outer boundary of his headquarters, making our way across to the federal side, when a
federal plane roared over the camp on a bombing mission. Maybe it was the sound of the plane, or maybe the
spell was not designed to last that long. Whatever the reason, the dissident soldiers woke up from the spell and
started to shoot at anything that moved. We were still within their shooting range, so I ducked, pulling the Colonel
and his beard into the nearest bush. There was shooting from the soldiers on the ground and there was bombing
from the plane above. It was chaos and pandemonium everywhere. That was when it happened.
What happened?
When I handcuffed Colonel Big Beard’s right hand to my left hand, I was under the assumption that he was
right-handed. Unfortunately for me, he was not. So, while I was struggling to pull us under cover, he got hold of
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my side dagger with his left hand, slashed through my wrist in one deft, powerful motion, set himself free, and
made a dash for freedom, leaving what was my left hand jumping up and down on the battlefield.
Nobody would have believed my story had Colonel Big Beard not dropped his cap, the one with the parrot
plumage, in his haste to regain his freedom. On realizing that I had lost him, I made myself invisible again and got
out of there as fast as possible, clutching my bleeding wrist and his cap—my only proof of how close I came to
delivering Colonel Big Beard to the General on my road to becoming a General.
The villagers commiserated with him, advised him to thank his head, and announced that it could have been
worse. The loss of a hand was bad, but it was not as bad as the loss of one’s life. After that story, their anticipation
doubled. Their hero would soon become a national hero. They were willing to wait as long as it took to hear his
name on the radio.
But, after months of feting Arije in anticipation of his future importance, when the radio had not yet named
him a hero, the villagers began to despair. Some said it was because they had nobody with contacts in the government to put in a good word for him. Some said that it was because HM’s transistor radio was too small; it could
not bring everything the government sent it to bring. A few, while still keeping hope alive, wondered: How much
salt, pepper, and locust bean had When-I seasoned his story with? What would be left of his pot of war tales if
these condiments were removed?
Such was the range of the villagers' thoughts about When-I, when HM was invited to attend a conference of
headmasters of the Akoda Local Government area primary schools, in Akoda. The villagers said,
Yes, their time had finally come.
How come?
Wasn’t it true that there were big radios in Akoda?
Yes. It was true.
In that case, could HM listen for OC’s name on one such radio while in Akoda? In addition, if it was also true
that they had another kind of radio which displayed both voices and pictures, could he seek out one of such and
see if that was where OC’s name would be announced? Seeing that OC alone had dared to attempt the capture of
Colonel. Big Beard, didn’t it make sense that his heroism would be acknowledged in a special way?
HM heard them out, offered neither encouragement nor discouragement, and promised to do whatever they
wanted.
He was away in Akoda for one week. The question everyone was waiting to ask, even before he dismounted
from his Raleigh bicycle, was whether or not the big or the special radios in Akoda had announced OC’s name.
No. But he brought something even more convincing than a name on the radio. Could they congregate at his
place at news time that evening as usual?
Of course. Why not? What kind of question was that? What did he think they had been waiting for all these
months? Even if they had to be carried on their sick beds, there was no way they were going to miss this confirmation of the heroism of their hero.
By six-thirty that evening, there was no standing room in front of HM’s place. Men, women, and even the
children, who treated When-I only as a comic relief and were not caught up in the euphoria of his past courage or
his future wealth, were all there.
Everyone, except the hero himself. Those who had passed by his house, now overgrown with weeds since he
had time only for dreaming of the future, said he was not at home. They knew it: he had not given up on his
selfishness. He had sneaked off again, this time to go and collect one thousand anila. He didn’t want the village to
go with him, to share in his glory and his wealth. They would show him when he returned. But for now, they were
not going to let anything distract from their celebration of their hero’s heroism.
At seven o’clock, HM came out to the crowd, this time, without his transistor radio. Instead, he was holding a
sheet of newspaper. As soon as the crowd noticed that he had come out, everyone fell silent in anticipation. He
thanked them for coming as he had requested. A man whose invitation had been answered must remember to be
grateful.
In case they had not noticed, the anticipation of the news of Arije’s national award had united the village more
than anything he could remember since his arrival among them.
Nodding heads affirmed the truth of his position.
Thenceforth, he hoped, the village would continue to approach the future with the same collective strength.
Thank you. But the proof? Show us the proof.
HM unfolded the sheet of newspaper to reveal a picture of three men, the one in the middle in military
uniform. They stood erect like house posts, hands behind their backs, each wearing an unsmiling face. HM passed
it around. The first group of villagers to recognize the man in the middle let out a chorus of it is him, it is him and
were answered by several it is who? from different sections of the anxious crowd. Their Arije, the son of
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Abolonjeku, was a hero. Look, his picture, on a piece of paper. Others pressed forward to see for themselves that
the man in the middle was actually their own Arije. The page of newspaper went from hand to hand followed by
various versions of it is him, it’s really him and loud admonitions to the children, who were tugging and pulling, to
be careful and not tear it.
How did HM get it?
Through one of the many miracles of big towns.
Could he be more specific?
Of course. In big towns like Akoda, you walked into important pieces of information, such as top secret
government documents, on the streets every day.
How was that possible?
To make ends meet, some civil servants stole old newspapers and government documents which they sold to
groundnut sellers.
What for?
To be used to wrap groundnut for sale. He had bought groundnut to supplement the breakfast, something they
called saladi, more grass than food, which they had been fed at the University of Akoda where the conference was
held. He was about to crumple the piece of newspaper in which the groundnut had been wrapped, before throwing
it into the dustbin, when a face called out to him. He took a closer look and his eyes made four with those of Arije,
the son of Abolonjeku.
Akika! And to think they had been there waiting, every day, to hear his name and he had been in a paper for the
rest of the world to see. Look at how HM just went to Akoda and brought back the evidence, just so. He must buy
a bigger radio. There was no other solution. Otherwise, they would be there in that village and the whole world
would go and leave them behind. That radio of his was too small. Wasn’t it the case that the size of a tongue was
determined by the size of the mouth in which it was housed? How did he expect that small radio to bring all the
many things the government sent out to the people?
“The fault was not with my radio or its size. The fault was with our hero.”
What was HM saying? After they had seen the evidence with their own naked eyes? Did he think that they had
borrowed their neighbors’ eyes to see with or what? This was plain to see; it was a disease of the eye, not of the
stomach. By the way, where was their hero? Had anybody seen him?
“He left, as soon as I showed him that picture.”
Why did he do such a thing?
“Very simple. He did not fight in any war.”
The uniform, what about his uniform?
“According to the story on that piece of paper in your hands, he worked as a cleaner in one of the military
barracks in the North, many miles from the battlefield in the East. He must have got himself someone’s discarded
uniform.”
The hand, what about the hand?
“Oh yes, the hand. Send up the picture to the front.”
When the picture finally made it to him, he called on one of his star pupils to come forward, read, and translate
the caption under the picture for the benefit of the villagers.
The boy turned the words around in his mouth, sounded them out through barely moving lips, and proceeded
slowly to release them to the attentive villagers. It was important that he took his time: he did not want to let down
his headmaster.
“A-b-o-v-e a-r-e t-h-e f-i-r-s-t v-i-c-t-i-m-s o-f s-h-a—”; he stumbled. HM gave him a congratulatory pat
on his head and told him the word was sharia, it was not English, it was Arabic.
What did it all mean? The village wanted to know.
“Arije and the two men in the picture had been caught stealing. They were taken before a sharia court, the new
legal system in the North, and were found guilty. The court, in accordance with Islamic laws, ruled that they
should have their left hands chopped off.”
As they dispersed, someone was heard muttering:
“I knew it. I knew he would bring nothing but shame on us.”
58.29 Excerpt from Balaraba Ramat Yakubu\fn{by Alhaki Kwikwiyo (c.1950?-
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… Rabi was having a bath so Alhaji Abdu had to wait for her to come out. He sat there and began to reflect on
what sort of a husband and father he had been. He knew that people were talking about him and that they were
saying he didn’t do enough for his family. But he didn’t think he was treating Rabi and her children badly. He put
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it down to her discussing his private family matters with strangers. He knew that there was no other way that
anybody could be aware of whether he was contributing what he should or not to his wife and children.
But now that he was going to take a new wife, things would be better. He would even be able to relax more at
home. He had found it impossible before. Whenever he came home, the kids would start bothering him. His new
bride-to-be had never had children and she was no longer young. She was over thirty-eight years old.
This new wife that Alhaji Abdu was now so keen to marry was in fact a former prostitute who had been
married twice before. For her first marriage, after she had given up the unseemly life she had been leading on the
streets, she had been hennaed and married off to an old man. But, within a year, she had run away from him. She
then wandered around aimlessly for a while until one of the men that she used to hang out with during her days of
intemperance turned up again and they decided to get married. She stayed with him for five years which, in her
case, you might say was a long time. They used to get on quite well but he discovered eventually that this apparent harmony was a cover. She was in the habit of going out and meeting up with other men. At first he wouldn’t
listen to what people told him about her. Then his senior wife revealed to him that his own younger brother was
having a relationship with her. She promised that she would make him see with his own eyes and catch them at it.
As luck would have it, two days after this conversation, this. younger brother returned from the village where
he worked. He didn’t normally live in town but, every two or three weeks, he would come and spend Saturday
and Sunday night, then go back to the village where he lived with his wife and children. Whenever he came to
town, he and Delu would manage to find an opportunity for their wickedness. It was a big house with the husband’s older and younger brothers and sisters all living together, as well as his parents who were still alive. The
door to this younger brother’s room was outside on the entry alley to the house. You had to pass it on your way
into the main central yard.
The people Delu lived with had already begun to notice how much trouble she was going to for her husband’s
younger brother. Whenever he arrived, she would prepare a fresh bowl of food for him. They all thought this was
simply family loyalty, because it was her husband’s brother. But the senior wife wasn’t so sure and she decided to
keep a close watch on how things developed. One night she pushed her door to but didn’t go to sleep. Then some
time later, when the whole house was silent, she heard Delu unlock her door, open it and then close it. The senior
wife lifted her curtain and saw Delu head for the main entrance door into the courtyard. She decided to follow her,
even though the husband was in her room with her when this was happening—he was sound asleep at the time.
As they approached the husband’s younger brother’s room, she saw Delu push the door open and enter. The
door was then closed behind her and locked. The following day, the senior wife told her husband what had
happened. That night both of them stayed awake and listened out for Delu. He heard her unlock the door to her
room and he watched her as she made her way towards the front door. He became angry and made to go out but
the senior wife stopped him. Instead they first went and woke up everybody in the house. Then they all headed for
his younger brother’s room. The husband broke down the door with a kick, switched on the light and there before
him were his younger brother and Delu, at it like a mortar and pestle. It was disgusting.
That was the end of Delu’s second marriage. The shame and the displeasure at what had happened meant that
Delu had to get out of Kano. So she set off for Lagos. She then spent sixteen years wandering around as a prostitute from one town to another until, no more than six months ago, she had come back to her birthplace, Kano.
Alhaji Abdu had first met Delu at his stall in the market where she had gone to buy some cloth. Her body still
had something of the buxom shape of a prostitute and her purse still had a few naira left in it. Her aim was to
make a purchase, a transaction. But what transpired was that an attraction grew between her and the stall-holder.
In fact, on that first encounter, Alhaji wouldn’t allow her to pay for the cloth that she had chosen to buy. She had
to take it as a gift from him. And he insisted on her waiting at his stall until after the late afternoon la’asar prayers
so that he could take her home in his car and find out where she lived. Less than a week passed before he had
started visiting her with more gifts and they had started talking about marriage.
She made out that she had no dowry at all since her former husband in Lagos had refused to allow her to take
away what was hers. And this lie wasn’t enough for her. She went on to say that the reason why he had kept all
her belongings was that he didn’t want her to leave him. She said she knew what she had to do to get her things
back from Lagos but Alhaji Abdu would have to be patient with her. Her only fear was that if she went back there
now, her former husband wouldn’t let her return here.
The old whore was only up to her usual guile. In the end, she only agreed to marry Alhaji Abdu after he had
promised to buy her everything she wanted for her own room. So he bought her a bed, a mattress; a wardrobe and
a dressing table with drawers. Alhaji also had to give her some lino for her room, two armchairs and then three
rolls of cloth, one of lace and one of silk, as well as a headdress and a long scarf. Sparing no expense, he also
gave her one hundred naira in cash to buy anything else she wanted.
The bed and all its accouterments cost Alhaji Abdu four hundred and fifty naira, no less. That was in addition
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to those two armchairs. Allah alone knows how much Alhaji Abdu spent on his marriage to this trollop. They
arranged the date for the wedding and that very same day she would move into his house.
The day before the ceremonies, Alhaji Abdu was now about to inform Rabi that she was going to have a cowife. As was the custom on this sort of occasion, he had brought with him some special gifts for her.
*
Rabi had finished her bath and was now out of the bathroom, oiling her skin. Bilki carne and told her mother
that her father was waiting for her in his room. Rabi quickly finished oiling herself, wrapped her skirt around her
and went out into the courtyard. She went over to Alhaji’s room and went in. She greeted him with “Salamu
alaikum” and then continued, “Here I am. The children said you wanted to see me.”
“Yes, hello there, senior wife,” replied Alhaji Abdu cheerfully. “I’ve called you over to tell you the news. I’m
going to get a younger sister for you today, I’m marrying another wife. So here, I’ve brought these special gifts
for you as my senior wife.”
Rabi froze and was overcome with despair. She didn’t know what to say to her husband. There were enough
things to be dealt with, without this! Their young daughter at school was old enough to be married and yet he
hadn’t even bought anything for her dowry yet. And here he was now, about to take another wife himself.
When Rabi didn’t reply, Alhaji Abdu thought it was jealousy that had caught her tongue. So he went on,
“If you think these gifts I’ve brought you are not enough, just say and you’ll get more. There’s no need for you
to go all sad as if you have learnt of a death in the family.”
Rabi raised her head and just looked at him. Then she said,
“Even if you marry ten more women, Alhaji, I couldn’t care less about any presents you might give me to placate me.” She picked up some of the gifts, turned them over in her hand and then set them down again. “If you
had bought some bedclothes to keep for Saudatu’s dowry, that would have been better than bringing me ten rolls
of cloth.”
“So that means you don’t like these things then? Or what exactly do you mean?” said Alhaji Abdu.
Rabi replied, “It’s not that I don’t like these things. I’m grateful. May Allah repay your kindness. But I think
that before you get married again yourself, you should marry off your young daughter who is still here at home
with you.”
Alhaji Abdu said, “Well, I’ve already arranged my marriage. It’s going to take place this evening and tomorow
she will move in here. This doesn’t mean that, if Saudatu does find a husband, her marriage can’t take place.”
“So this new wife of yours,” said Rabi, “is she a virgin or has she been married before?”
Before he replied, she had continued,
“Of course! All those repairs to the house and those stocks of food you brought in are to impress your new
bride, aren’t they? To make her think that you feed your family well, eh?”
“You’re talking nonsense,” he said. “Do you mean to say I don’t feed my own family?”
Rabi continued, “You know you don’t feed us. When was the last time you brought a sack of rice into this
house for us? How much do you contribute towards buying the minor ingredients, let alone the cost of the actual
food?”
Alhaji Abdu said, “Are you going to start telling people all these lies about me because you know I’m going to
get a new wife? You just want to use those deceitful ways of yours against me, don’t you, so that when my bride
comes to this house she won’t stay long?”
“Allah is my witness,” said Rabi. “And He will avenge all that you have done to me. May Allah bring you
good fortune in marriage. But you’ll soon be up to your old tricks.”
As Rabi finished what she was saying, she stood up to go out of the room, without taking the gifts he had
offered her. But before she got to the door, Alhaji Abdu called her back.
“I haven’t finished yet. Come, there’s something else I want to say to you.”
Rabi turned back, sat down in front of Alhaji Abdu, lowered her head and was silent.
“I want you to listen to me,” he said, raising his finger at her. “When my new bride comes, there’s no way
you’re going to talk to me like this in front of her. And secondly, people keep giving you ideas and saying that
since you and I have had several children together, I could never divorce you. Well, if you think that, you’re
deceiving yourself. If it gets to the point where there’s going to be a divorce, even right now, then a divorce there
will be. So I’m warning you. Things have changed now and you had better get some sense into that head of
yours.”
Rabi simply lifted her head, looked at her husband for a few moments, then rose and left the room. Tears filled
her eyes. She stayed in her own room for a while, weeping. She couldn’t imagine what Alhaji Abdu meant when
he said that things had now changed. Was he saying this because her mother had died or because he was going to
get married again? Rabi had no time now to contact all the people she should have got in touch with about her
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husband’s new marriage. She had to drop all idea of that and the only people she sent messages to were her own
younger sister, her elder brother’s wife and her close friend Salamatu. So these three were the only people keeping
guard at the door to Rabi’s room when her husband’s new bride moved into the house and during the partying.
It turned out to be a lavish occasion and, as the new bride made her way into the house, she had about her the
sort of haughty air that prominent, affluent women have. She spent the first seven nights in Alhaji Abdu’s room
and cooked every meal for him, morning, noon and night. Even for some time afterwards, on those days when it
was Rabi’s turn to cook for him, Alhaji Abdu wouldn’t eat her food, taking Delu’s instead. He said that Delu could
cook the sort of food he liked. Although Rabi accepted the situation at first and kept quiet, she eventually started
letting it be known elsewhere. But however much she had right on her side, there was nothing she could do to get
from them what was due to her.
Even Alhaji Abdu’s mother tried to intervene, but after several attempts she had had enough and gave up.
Alhaji Abdu and Delu carried on blatantly in their sinful ways, while the world just looked on. And what is meant
by their sinful ways in this marriage?
Well, they left Rabi out of everything and she spent neither daytime nor nighttime with Alhaji Abdu. Whenever he wanted anything, Delu would do it for him, even when it was Rabi’s day to do the cooking. Another
source of disappointment was the young girl, Ladidi, Alhaji Abdu’s daughter from a former wife who had left
him. When Ladidi had been weaned, her mother had given her to Rabito look after and she was the same age as
Rabi’s own daughter, Bilki. Whenever Rabi bought even just some earrings for Bilki, she had to buy some for
Ladidi as well. If you saw them together, you would think they were twins. Through thick and thin, Rabi had
always been a mother to them both and treated them the same from when Ladidi was just two years old. And now
she was eleven.
Then one day, out of the blue, Delu goes to Alhaji Abdu and, with no shame or fear of Allah, manages to
persuade him to take Ladidi, together with all her belongings, from Rabi and hand her over to Delu to look after.
His mother asked him why he should do such an evil thing and he replied,
“Mother, she stays at home sitting by herself, with no-one looking after her. Honestly, just look at what’s going
on, you can see the difficult time she has with—”
“La'ilaha Illallahu,” said Alhaji Abdu’s mother. “There is no god but Allah. I can’t believe what you’re saying
to me! You’ve really become so mean, haven’t you? Just you be careful what you do with that young girl. Don’t
go making a big mistake—and I mean it. Are you telling me that all this time you didn’t realize she was unhappy,
only now? Mind you don’t get yourself caught up in some serious quarrel.”
“Honestly, mother,” said Alhaji Abdu, “she will be much happier being looked after by Delu, and—”
“Just leave me alone,” his mother said. “Get out of here. You don’t want to do what’s right, so just go away and
get on with your business. The day will come when Allah will make amends for what has happened to her and
you’ll be in trouble then. Get out!”
This warning from Alhaji Abdu’s mother had no effect. As the wise say, “The man who goes far away will not
hear when he is being called.” Life just carried on in this awful way. Then, totally unexpectedly, Allah removed
another of Rabi’s defences. Alhaji Abdu’s mother, Inna, had an attack of nausea in the middle of the night and by
dawn she had passed away. During her final throes, she spoke again to Alhaji Abdu about Rabi and made her last
wishes known to him.
“Abdu, that Rabi of yours, she’s not simply a wife. She’s a sister to you. I beg you in the name of Allah and the
Prophet, take care of her, even if it’s just for the sake of your children.”
These words of Inna were her last attempt at bringing reconciliation between Alhaji Abdu and Rabi. But only a
few days would pass before Alhaji Abdu was back to his usual ways. This time, it was even worse than before.
Now that his mother was dead and buried, there was no-one to keep him in check.
Saudatu had been away at school when her father took his new wife and when her grandmother died. But
nobody had let her know. So when she returned home for the holidays, it was only then that she discovered what
had happened. At the entrance to the house, Bilki and the others, keen as always to pass on all the tittle-tattle,
were there to tell Saudatu that her father had got married again. And as she went through into the courtyard, she
came face to face with Delu. From the moment their eyes met, Saudatu felt instinctively that she didn’t like this
woman, her father’s new wife. And Delu felt that of all Alhaji Abdu’s children there was none she hated more than
Saudatu. This was the first time she had seen her and, apart from remembering her name, she had never bothered
much about her. Delu gave Saudatu one of her dirty looks and carried on preparing some salad. Alhaji Abdu had
salad with almost every meal now. No matter what type of meal was cooked for him, everything had to come with
some salad and a groundnut dressing and little savory cakes.
Saudatu went through into her mother’s room and found her trimming chillies. Her mother looked different,
Saudatu noticed as soon as she saw her. There was no doubt about it. The children were by now making so much
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noise that Rabi looked up. She saw Saudatu followed by the children who were helping her carry her metal
suitcase and the rest of her luggage. Rabi said,
“Saudatu! So your school holidays have started then, have they? Welcome home.”
“Have you been ill, Mummy? You look as if you’ve lost a lot of weight.”
“I’m fine, Saudatu. It’s just my heart, it’s giving me a bit of trouble.”
“How’s Granny? Is she in her room?” asked Saudatu.
Rabi didn’t know what to say. She realized that Saudatu wasn’t aware that her grandmother had died. But
Mustapha just blurted it out at Saudatu:
“Granny’s dead.”
Saudatu put her hands on her head and began to wail. The realization of the loss of her grandmother made her
cry out loud and then all her brothers and sisters started to sob as well. Rabi made no attempt to console them as
she too was in tears. In the midst of all this weeping, Alhaji Abdu came home. He heard the crying coming from
Rabi’s room as soon as he entered the house and he asked Delu,
“Is everything all right? What’s happened? What’s all this crying for, Delu?”
“Don’t ask me, Alhaji,” replied Delu. “Ask that sheep of a wife of yours. Only an animal like her would gather
the children together in her room and deafen us all with their wailing.”
Alhaji Abdu heard what Delu said and took her side. Rather than asking Rabi why she was crying, he simply
barged into her room angrily.
“What is all this stupid nonsense? Are you out of your wits? Why on earth are you and these children crying
like this? Will you never manage to pull yourself together and come to your senses?”
“That old trollop has called me an animal,” said Rabi. “So now you want to have a go at me as well, do you? Is
that what you want?”
“She was right when she called you an animal,” said Alhaji Abdu. “Just look at this senseless stupidity you’re
up to now.”
Then Delu joined in. She had taken exception to being called an old trollop and wanted to give Rabi a piece of
her mind.
“You bitch. If you’re not an old trollop yourself, just tell me what you’ve managed to make of your life. Look
at you, sitting there with nothing to do and no good for anyone.”
“Me with nothing to do and no good for anyone?” said Rabi. “That’s what you may think.”
She stood up and continued,
“You, hussy, you’re no more than a scum-bag off the garbage heap. You managed to get him to marry you and
so your secret is safe. You’re a twisted, useless bitch. He’s helped you to get what you want and now you’re
treating people with contempt. I swear to Allah, I’ve had enough of you. If you say one more thing to me, damn
you, your life is not going to be worth living here in this house.”
“A scum-bag off the garbage heap, you call me,” said Delu. “Just you wait. I’m going to make your life a
misery in this house, starting today.”
Before Alhaji Abdu realized what was happening, the two of them had begun wrestling each other in front of
him. He struggled to separate them. But then, as soon as Rabi’s children realized what was happening, they came
rushing from their room to join in and give Delu a beating. There was nothing Alhaji Abdu could do. As he
pushed one child away, another would rush in and land Delu a punch. When Delu hit out at one of the children,
then Rabi would hit her back. Eventually, by the grace of Allah, luck came Rabi’s way and she managed to knock
Delu over. She landed flat on the floor and, seeing her lying there, Saudatu quickly climbed on top of her and
continued beating her. At the same time, Rabi carried on landing heavy punches on Delu as well. Alhaji Abdu
tried to lift Saudatu off Delu so that Delu could at least stand up. But Rabi said, “Make sure she doesn’t get up,
Saudatu, until you’ve beaten the daylights out of her first. Today you are going to see just how valuable motherhood is. You tricked your way into taking Ladidi but she’s not your daughter, you bitch.”
“Are you out of your mind?” Alhaji Abdu said to Rabi. “Are you lot just going to kill her? You useless idiots.
Saudatu, I told you to help Delu up.”
Alhaji Abdu managed to drag Saudatu off and at that point Delu started ranting her woes.
“Allah, what a fine mess I’ve got myself into here! You lot think I’ve got nothing to my name, that’s why you
gang up on me as if you’re killing a worthless nobody. I swear to Allah, Alhaji, I’m not going to stay here in this
house with you. You just stand there and watch while she and her children try to kill me. As if you couldn’t care
less whatever happens! Allah, what have I got myself into here!”
Alhaji Abdu realized for sure that if he did nothing to stop Delu leaving the house now, there was no way he
would be able to get her back. He did love her and, if he had to choose between Rabi and Delu, he would rather
split up with Rabi. At that moment, Rabi was telling Delu, “It’s always a mistake for a man to marry a prostitute.
479

Now you’ve got what you wanted it’s time to move on. You’ll soon find someone else who’ll try his luck with
you.”
Alhaji Abdu became even angrier when he heard Rabi say this. He raised his hand to her and slapped her. As
he struck her, Kabiru was just coming in. No-one noticed his arrival but he saw his mother fall to the ground from
the force of his father’s blow. Alhaji Abdu took hold of Rabi’s hand and pulled her up. He then went to strike her
again but felt someone catch hold of his arm. He turned around to see Kabiru standing there.
“Is something wrong, father?” said Kabiru. “What’s happened? What has she done to you?”
Alhaji Abdu said, “I didn’t realize that this mother of yours was mad all along, the hussy. For no reason, she
and her children will just gang up on another woman, and beat the daylights out of her.”
Then he spoke to Rabi,
“I swear to Allah, I’m going to divorce you.”
“No, father,” said Kabiru. “There’s no need to start talking of divorce. Just calm down.” But then Rabi said,
“If you want to divorce me over that wretched old hag, just carry on. That’s fine with me! She could see that
you would be a good catch, so she married you. But don’t be surprised if she just runs off and leaves you.”
“You’re nothing but a wretched hag yourself,” said Delu. “For Allah’s sake, just look at her!”
“Well, there’s nothing more wretched than marrying a whore,” said Rabi.
Hardly had she finished saying this when Delu rushed at her and gave a fierce slap. When Kabiru saw that his
father just stood there and did nothing, he became very angry. He lashed out at Delu with the palm of his hand,
striking her violently and sending her to the ground.
“You scoundrel,” said Alhaji Abdu. “What did you hit her for? Get out of my house. I never want to see you
again. I’ll have nothing to do with you any more, ever.”
Rabi said, “If he goes, then all of us leave this house of yours with him. No way is he going alone.”
“You can get out too,” said Alhaji Abdu. “I divorce you. You are no longer my wife. And take all of those kids
of yours with you. Just get out of my house, all of you. I don’t want any of you.”
Rabi said, “I suppose you think something awful is going to happen to us if we leave, don’t you? And I suppose you think the children are going to die, simply because you have turned your back on them. Well, remember,
Allah enriches the slave. And He will enrich these children too. You get on with enjoying your own riches.”
“Yes, yes. Come on, get out of here!” said Alhaji Abdu. “Take all your things with you. Hurry!”
He looked over at Delu standing there wiping away her tears.
“You go and sit down in your room,” Rabi spoke to Delu. “You can rejoice now, can’t you? You’ve got what
you wanted. Because of you, he’s sent me packing, me and all his children. You’ll have to go and pay your
sorcerer’s fee now.”
“Alhamdu lillahi, I thank Allah,” said Delu. “And I hope you have a weary journey back to your family home!
You won’t be coming back here, that’s for sure. All you’ll have are the memories.”
Rabi went into her room but her eyes couldn’t see properly because she was so sad and upset. The first thing
she did was to send Kabiru to her family home to see her younger sister Tasidi. Then herself and Saudatu went to
her elder brother’s house to let him know what was going on. She had to leave the other children at home as they
had already come back from the Koranic school before she set out. By the time of the early afternoon azahar
prayers, all Rabi’s relatives and Alhaji Abdu’s had heard of the sad events.
Rabi’s elder brother rushed over to Alhaji Abdu’s younger brother to tell him. Alhaji Bello said they should
wait until evening, then go together to Alhaji Abdu to hear how things were and attempt a reconciliation so that
Rabi could go back home to her husband. With that agreed, Rabi’s elder brother, Malam Shehu, then went to
Tasidi’s house, only to find that she had already set off for his house. But luckily Tasidi’s husband was at home
and the two of them talked about what was going on. Tasidi’s husband said that he would like to come along that
evening as well. Both of them could join Alhaji Bello to see Alhaji Abdu. With all these arrangements made,
Rabi’s elder brother went back home.
So later that day, just after the evening magariba prayers, all of them turned up outside Alhaji Abdu’s house.
Alhaji Abdu’s younger brother shouted a greeting in through the doorway and Rabi’s son came out. He was told to
go back inside and let his father know that he had visitors. So he went in and told his father that Alhaji Bello and
Malam Shehu had sent in their greetings to him and were waiting for him outside. Alhaji Abdu knew for sure that
they had come about Rabi.
And Delu realized what she was being confronted with too. They had come to try and have Rabi brought back.
So she made one last attempt at making sure that Rabi had left the house for good. As Alhaji Abdu rose to come
out of his room, she said to him,
“I know they have come about Rabi. But, I swear to Allah, if you bring her back, you’ll have to give me a
divorce because, I swear to Allah, I’m not going to live in the same house as her with her, calling me names like
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that.”
Alhaji Abdu said, “Have I said that I’m going to bring her back? Just take no notice of them!”
Delu said, “But look, here they all are, they’ve got together and come to see you now, haven’t they? It looks as
if I’ve got no-one to stand up for me.”
“I’ll stand up for you,” said Alhaji Abdu. “I really have divorced her. If one of them thinks that I am under a
special obligation to him because he married Rabi off to me by way of some special favor, well he had better let
me know.”
It was more than fifteen minutes before Alhaji Abdu emerged to meet his visitors. He came out frowning and
looking ruffled, as if he was going to listen to them apologize for something. But they were undeterred and decided to take no notice. They exchanged greetings and then Alhaji Bello addressed Alhaji Abdu.
“Just now, Malam Shehu went to my house and told me some news which I found disturbing. Wives arguing
among themselves: that’s not something that should lead to divorce.”
Alhaji Abdu said, “If Allah means something to happen, there’s no way of avoiding it. This breakup was meant
by Allah.”
Tasidi’s husband, Alhaji Sule, said, “But come on, Alhaji. You should overlook things like this. When does one
pay any attention to women these days? Forgive her and let her be brought back. Even if it’s for the sake of her
children, forgive her.”
Alhaji Abdu said, “You just don’t realize! There is no way I am going to be disobeyed in my own house. She
and her children set about beating this woman up, for no reason. Then when I started scolding her, she simply
took no notice of me. What was the point of my speaking to her?”
Malam Shehu had to wait a moment for Alhaji Abdu to regain his composure, then said,
“She went to my house just now but I wasn’t in. So someone had to be sent to fetch me. When I did get home,
she told me what had happened. But from the way she presented it to me, I didn’t think there was reason enough
to divorce her.”
Alhaji Abdu got himself settled again, then began to recount everything that had happened, skipping nothing.
When he had finished, Alhaji Bello said to him,
“If that’s the truth, then Kabiru did no wrong. You struck his mother because of something to do with her cowife. Then that co-wife struck his mother as well and you just stood there and said nothing. I don’t think it’s
wrong that he hit her. It’s his mother we are talking about, you realize.”
“Well, you may think he’s done no wrong,” Alhaji Abdu said.
“As I see it, the best thing now is that we let the matter rest,” said Alhaji Sule. “There’s no point in going over
it again. Forgive her and let her be brought back. And may Allah make things easier in future.”
But Alhaji Abdu said, “I have already divorced her and that means I’m rid of her for good!”
“Come on, Alhaji. Don’t talk like that,” said Alhaji Bello. “We’re all asking you to forgive her. You can’t just
say no. It’s not right to rebuff us all like that.”
Alhaji Abdu said, “Am I under a special obligation to any of you over this marriage? Did one of you give me
Rabi in marriage by way of some special favor? Well, it’s no business of yours then. I’m not going to have her
back. She and those children of hers should go, I don’t want them.”
“You’re not being very sensible,” said Alhaji Bello. “How long are you going to carry on like this? What’s the
matter with you? Even if it’s just for the sake of our dead mother, you should forgive her. And remember, this
whole matter arose because of her death. That young girl came home from school for the holidays to discover that
her grandmother had passed away. So everyone started weeping. Surely anyone who sheds a tear when they recall
your mother’s passing is someone who loves you. Isn’t that so, Alhaji Sule?”
Alhaji Sule said, “I can’t think of anything more to say, Alhaji Bello. He may listen to you because you’re his
brother. But me, I’m going to go now. Malam Shehu, will you be along later?”
Malam Shehu stood up as well and said to Alhaji Abdu,
“I heard what you said. You’ve sent her and her children packing. Well, we’ve never turned our backs on her or
her children. We were looking after them even when she was living with you. Now you say that you don’t want
her or the children. Well, we want them and may Allah give them long life and bring them wealth. In any settlement that there may be between the two of you, may Allah give her what is her due recompense. Good bye to
you.”
Alhaji Sule and Malam Shehu went out, leaving Alhaji Abdu with his younger brother. Alhaji Bello just sat
there with his head in his hands, not knowing what to say. Some time after the others had left, he said to Alhaji
Abdu,
“So what you did was a good thing to do, was it? A good thing to do, was it, Alhaji Abgdu?”
“What have I done?” said Alhaji Abdu. “We’re talking about marriage here and I’m not the first man to divorce
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a wife. What’s so strange about that?” …
76.230 Saltless Ash\fn{by Zaynab Alkali (1950-

)} Tura-Wazila,

Borono State, Nigeria (F) 4

Betadam, a small quiet village in a far northern part of Nigeria, was neatly tucked away among hilly mountains
and isolated from the rest of the world. The village of Betadam was once ruled by a powerful and conservative
alien clan called the Turabe. Due to their strict adherence to Islamic religious doctrines, the Betadam inhabitants
referred to them as a people who “make mosques of their graves”. The Turabe however did not remain powerful.
By the beginning of the twentieth century, petty rivalries and disloyalties among brothers undermined the power
of the clan. They fought among themselves until the clan disintegrated, leaving only a handful of people.
The remnants of the Turabe clan, although relatively insignificant by the middle of the twentieth century,
remained an arrogant race. They resorted to marrying among themselves to regenerate the power of the clan.
Young Amsa, a descendant of the Turabe clan, was well informed about her heritage. Elders took pains to
educate the young people about the once-powerful clan, while in the privacy of their homes, those who were not
clan members whispered to their children the reasons for the collapse of the once arrogant dynasty.
Amsa knew that one day the head of the Turabe clan would marry her to a young Turabe man, possibly her
own cousin. She was well prepared, as any free-born Betadam woman should be, to shoulder her responsibilities.
After all, a woman was born to please a man. She was however ill prepared for the fate that awaited her. At
thirteen her father gave his promise to the head of the Turabe clan—Hassan. Amsa was young and had dreams of
spending her life with someone young and single, not Hassan. The man was almost as old as her own father.
Amsa sought refuge in her mother, but was told firmly that her father alone knew what was best for her. Wasn’t
Amsa’s own mother married to an older man whose wife had died leaving him with eleven children? Didn’t her
mother accept her fate without question? Amsa had to accept her fate. Men always knew what was right and “a
child that disobeys her father is cursed”.
At fourteen she became second wife to the head of the Turabe clan, an enviable position to many Turabe
women. At thirty, she had borne him eight children, and as our people would say “had her foot squarely placed on
the man’s neck”. She was small and slim, with a dark complexion and a crown of luxuriant hair, like tall grass by
the bank of a stream. Amsa was softly spoken and not given to expressing her opinions freely, but her ways were
quick and calculating, alert and cunning. Often she got her own way through matrimonial diplomacy and could
wriggle out of tight situations leaving Yabutu, the senior wife, in deep water. While Amsa, being in complete
seclusion, was given to manipulative strategies like an old politician, Yabutu, twenty years her senior was given to
hard work. She had kicked aside all conventions in order to acquire economic independence. In different ways,
the two women devised methods with which to fight for their rights as people, and none of the methods went
down well with the old man.
One day Hassan decided that he needed a change in his matrimonial home. Yabutu was almost fifty and had
long ceased to be attractive, with her coarse farmer’s hands and feet. It was hard to believe that over 30 years ago
she was the village beauty, “Magira”, and had held the position for over five years. Now the tall, good-looking,
graceful gazelle of a woman was hunched up and gaunt. She had become morbidly strange and quiet like flowing
water under a rocky surface.
As for young Amsa, she was either pregnant or nursing a baby. She had what our people would call “the
stomach of a pumpkin”. Soon Hassan was constructing extra rooms, longer and wider verandahs, giving the entire
compound a new look. The women watched anxiously, unable to ask questions, but knowing Hassan had either
stumbled on to some fortune or was contemplating marriage. In the past when he had wanted a wife, the two had
united against him and had thwarted his plans. This time he confided in no one, until the issue of constructing a
new kitchen cropped up. How was he to construct a new kitchen without betraying his intentions? An idea
occurred to him;. He would inform them about the need to build a new kitchen, as the old one was dilapidated.
Unfortunately the excuse did not impress the women, so they set out to investigate Hassan’s activities.
Amsa, alert as usual, got wind of their husband’s plans. Quick as a flash she sought out her co-wife.
“Ya,” she called as she stepped into the older woman’s room, “the old man is at it again. The village is ablaze
with news of his marriage.”
“Marriage? The village certainly thrives on gossip. Hassan cannot marry.”
“Ya, it’s true, my brother told me so.”
“Amsa, put your mind at rest. How can he marry at a time like this, when money is scarce and the children are
always hungry? He can’t do this to us.”
“He has certainly done it to us this time. I heard the marriage is only two markets away.”\fn{ I.e., the length of time
between two village markets; which would, of course, vary from village to village .}
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“Then the man has truly lost his head. His brain has turned to ashes. Look, pretend you haven’t heard anything.
Leave everything to me. A man who at seventy thinks he is but twenty needs to be hospitalized.”
Amsa crept into her own room, certain that Yabutu would literally fight out the issue. That was her way, too
blunt to discuss things. That night she dutifully dished out the evening meal. She filled her husband’s bowl as
usual, shaped and reshaped the mound until it looked attractive. When she was satisfied the mound was shapely,
she turned her attention to the soup bowl. More than half of the chunks of meat went into the master’s bowl. It
was her night to care for their husband. She made sure she kept him happy.
The following night, a day after the secret consultation, Yabutu’s turn came. For weeks, Hassan had hardly
paid attention to his wives as he was besotted with the thought of the new one. Something in Amsa’s behavior the
previous night, however, kept him on the alert. He knew his wives like the back of his hand. When Amsa became
flirtatious, she had something serious up her sleeve and was only biding time. As for Yabutu, she was
ungraciousness personified. She had once been blessed with a beautiful physique, but had always been devoid of
reason. Hassan always knew exactly where he stood with her.
He approached Yabutu’s bedroom with cautious suspicion. Amsa waited in her room expectantly. If she knew
her co-wife well, the proverbial day-of-reckoning had come. As thoughts passed through her mind, sleep
threatened to overcome her. Just as she was giving into a sound slumber, a bang followed by a shrill cry jerked her
up. Amsa sneaked out quietly onto her verandah as the dry turned into screams. Usually nobody interferes in a
midnight squabble, but she knew the cause and feared possibly injury. At one point, she ran towards her co-wife’s
room, but remained rooted by the door, unable to knock as the terrible commotion went on. She sat and waited
patiently, hoping sanity would prevail.
Then suddenly the screams died down. Almost immediately heavy footsteps, as if someone was staggering
under some awful weight, followed. A muffled urgent protest, then a heavy thud-thud, preceded by a deepthroated groan and a barrage of curses—then—silence. Amsa crept quietly behind Yabutu’s bedroom. The moon
was treacherously bright. Under the window was an ungracious heap, unable to move a limb. She took one quick
look and disappeared into her bedroom.
The next day was exceptionally quiet. An uneasy calm settled over the household. Hassan had not left his
bedroom since morning. Towards evening he sent for his younger wife. It was still Yabutu’s night, but she had to
obey the master of the house. By the entrance to the inner gate, Yabutu watched her co-wife as she entered their
husband’s room. She roared with laughter. Hassan sat like a chief on a reclining chair, his feet resting on a
footstool. He did not move even when the opening and closing of the door announced his wife’s presence. His
mouth was tightly drawn, his brows knitted. He was sulking. The master of the house and head of the Turabe clan
sat like a small boy and sulked. He wanted to be taken care of by his younger wife. She protested. It wasn’t yet
her turn to cook; how could she infringe on Yabutu’s right of ownership for the day?
“Can’t a man tell his wife what to do without argument?” he thundered. “Tell me, who is the master in this
house?”
He stared at her with bloodshot eyes that could hardly open for the swelling. Amsa’s insides rippled with
laughter which she dared not express. The head of the Turabe clan asked who the master of his house was! “Let
him ask himself that question, foolish old man,” she said to herself.
A few minutes later, she emerged holding an expensive bottle of perfume. She smiled mischievously all the
way to her room, making no attempt to conceal the precious gift. It might just wipe out that stupid laughter from
Yabutu’s lips.,
A week later, when the women thought they had succeeded in stopping the silly marriage preparations, a
neighbor turned up at Amsa’s door. It was late in the evening.
“Mama Huseina, what good fortune brings you out at a time like this?”
“Lower your voice, my friend. The good fortune is yours. Don’t prevent me from telling you the good news,”
she cautioned.
“I am eager to hear what you have to say. For months you have not honored me with a visit,” Amsa continued
obviously nervous, as Mama Huseina was notorious for her gossiping.
Mama Huseina laughed, clapping her thighs to stress the importance of her mission. She sat on a stool close to
her friend and looked her in the eyes intently. Amsa’s expectations heightened. Her heart missed a beat.
“Listen my friend,” the woman began in earnest, “nothing could have brought me out this late but for this very
saucy story. How many ears have you, Amsa?”
“I am all ears,” her appetite for a little gossip had been whetted.
“Then lend them to me.”
“You have them all! Just get on with your saucy story. I can’t wait to hear it.”
Mama Huseina smiled smugly and moved her stool even closer to Amsa. “It is about your co-wife,” she said
483

and Amsa tensed.
“What about her?”
The woman lowered her voice to a secretive whisper. “She is in terrible trouble with her husband.”
She waited for an appreciative response, but got none.
“I am not aware of any trouble in this household,” Amsa replied icily.
“How foolish could you be? Your husband quarrels with your co-wife under your nose and you, without
batting an eyelid, say you are unaware of it. You can’t even use it to your advantage.”
“How?”
“Well, we shall not go into that. After all we are not young girls unschooled in the ways of the world, so I shall
get on to the story itself. You see, yesterday Yabutu’s father received a messenger from your husband.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes, it is so. I am surprised that your husband doesn’t confide in you, being the favorite.”
“What was the message?”
“This is the message:”
My in-law, I salute you. You should send me from your household to come and collect the camel of a wife with an elephant trunk.

The woman story-teller burst out in a fit of laughter, holding her sides and peering quickly through the partially
closed door to see if anybody was within earshot. But Amsa’s face showed controlled anger at the boldness of the
woman.
“And what was our father’s reply?”
“You mean …?” the woman faltered, blinking tears of laughter from her eyes.
“Yes, Yabutu’s father, our father.” The reply had a heavy tinge of hostility.
The woman felt deflated at her friend’s manner, but continued as the juicy story was not yet over.
“‘Well,’ he said, ‘go and tell that diminutive imbecile Hassan that when he was marrying the camel, did he not
notice the elephant trunk?’”
Again the woman collapsed with laughter and Amsa sprung to her feet.
“My friend, I heard your story. You have brought insults right to our doorstep, but our customs prevent me
from repaying you here. Now get up and go! But as you go, don’t think you have heard the last of this affair, for
I’ll not forget this. I’ll find an occasion to repay you generously.”
“I am sorry, sister, I brought the corpse to the wrong house. Forgive my foolishness.” She then got up and fled,
her tail between her legs, lie a chicken that has fallen into a pool of diarrhea.
Immediately she left, Amsa collapsed on her bed, clutching her sides with hilarious laughter. “Men are foolish,
empty idiots. A camel of a wife with an elephant trunk! Well Hassan, what happened to your village beauty of
yesterday?” It was said years ago that he married Yabutu, the village beauty, to compliment his diminutive stature.
And what trouble the woman gave him!
“Yabutu’s father has the right answer,” she laughed with tears in her eyes. As for her, she would listen to
anything. Whatever direction the wind blew, she would not lose. After all wasn’t she the mistress of the house, a
mother of eight?
Her laughter, however, was short lived. That same night Hassan visited her. It was her turn to cook, but it
seemed he had come with a different mission. He cleared his throat several times as a way of introducing an
important issue.
“Amsa,” he called authoritatively.
“Yes, my master, royal son of the Turabe,” she lowered her voice flirtatiously. He did not respond to her
coquettishness as he usually did.
“Yabutu is going back to her people,” he announced bluntly. She showed no surprise. With her head bowed as
if in submission, she asked why her co-wife had to leave.
“Nothing—she needs to rest.”
“To rest?” her voice was surprisingly bold. “From what?”
“I do not expect questions from a daughter of the Turabe,” he retorted. There followed an uneasy silence, then
he announced the much expected news.
“I am bringing into the house the daughter of the Imam.”\fn{ The prayer leader of the village mosque.} He pushed his
cap forward to rest on his forehead like a young man in the prime of youth. There followed another uneasy
silence. He shuffled his feet restlessly. Amsa’s reaction was not what he had expected.
“Daughter of the Turabe, the girl will be a great help to you,” he continued cautiously this time.
“You say, she is the daughter of the Imam?” she raised her eyes slowly to meet his.
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“Yes, what is wrong with the daughter of the Imam?” He was defensive, his eyes were turning red, angling for
a quarrel.
“Nothing.” Asmsa was quick to sense her husband’s mood. “Nothing, my husband, except that Ya’ is leaving
for a mere child, age-mate of your grandchild, but then you are the man, master of the house and head of the
Turabe clan.” She took a deep breath. “A man must always be right, so do exactly s you wish, royal son of the
Turabe, but accept a simple word of advice from me. While you are at it, marry the daughter of the Ladan as
well.”
“Marry the daughter of the Ladan?” Hassan asked, frowning. “Why?”
“Why? Simple: if Yabutu left, so would I,” she answered, looking boldly into her husband’s eyes.
He sprung to his feet as if he had been stung by a queen bee. “Who do you think you are, eh?” he trembled
with anger. His fingers itched to land on her face.
“All right, you go!” he ordered with some show of dignity which wasn’t much as his entire little frame shook
“By noon tomorrow, all of you should vacate this house,” he flung his arms up in agitation. “Carry everything that
you own, including your children. Don’t leave a single broom behind. Then I will think seriously about your
suggestion.”
He turned abruptly and stomped out of the room, more like a spoilt child than an enraged adult. Once more that
day, Amsa had a good laugh.
The ultimatum of course fell flat. The proposed marriage never got through. The people of Betadam accused
the two women of dominating the old man by practicing witchcraft. What did the two women think?
Yabutu was heard to have said at the market place that she feared no third wife. She was simply fighting for
justice. How fair was it for their thoughtless old husband to take up a new wife at a time when there was hardly
enough food in the house to go round? The only rivals she feared were poor health and poverty and those she
swore to fight with all she had got.
And Amsa’s reaction? Foolish, saltless ash.\fn{ The residue left after a distilling process in which all by-products are used and
only the saltless ash remains.} Let him, if he was a man, bring in that bride-child and call her a wife. His own children
would drive her into an asylum.
76.234 Mother Was A Great Man\fn{by Catherine Obianuju Acholonu (1951-

)}

Orlu, Imo State, Nigeria (F) 3

It was on a dry Harmattan evening. The leaves were already falling from the trees and the wind blew them
this way and that. But for the rustling whisper of trees bending to the wind, a big hush pervaded the village square
as Oyidiya and her two daughters, Mnema and Ikonne, moved past and into the family compound. None of the
three women spoke. Their heads were bowed low. Their minds were occupied by the same nagging feeling of
guilt. They had gone too far. They had tried to rearrange the destiny imposed on Oyidiya by her chi and now they
were learning the hard way.
Mnema and Ikonne were both married to prosperous and well-to-do husbands. Their husbands were both in the
beer business. They were agents of several beer and mineral drink manufacturers and this yielded much money.
Oyidiya was lucky with her daughters; they were rich and easily came to her assistance whenever she needed
them. Mnema had been given to her husband Kaka twenty years earlier. Kaka was about thirty when he paid her
bride price. Oyidiya still remembered the day she and Mnema went to the big Orlu market to sell palm kernels.
Orlu\fn{A small town in the Igbo heartland.} people live on top of the hill about seven miles away from Mnema’s peo-le
of Umuma who live in the valley. In those days if one wanted to get to the big Orlu market called Orie early
enough, one set out at the first cock-crow. Then one would be sure to arrive there before the sun was overhead.
Now the motor car has made every thing easy, Oyidiya thought. The Orlu people were queer people. The people
of Umuma did not trust them, they regarded them as semi-strangers who could not be trusted because they had
opened up to the white man without reserve. Why, they would even sell off the wares on your head while they
talked and drank with you. The Orlu people on the other hand regarded the Umuma people as enemies of
progress. Umuma people were timid and hateful; they hated to see progress and happiness in others. If an Umuma
man saw that his neighbor’s or brother’s children were doing well in trade, he would quickly go to the witchdoctor to prepare some poisonous concoctions to kill them with. In Umuma, if you made progress, you would
keep it secret; an Umuma man who owned a car would never drive it home or that would be the last day his eyes
would glimpse the sun.
These notwithstanding, Oyidiya had given her first daughter, Mmema, a young girl of barely fourteen years in
marriage to Kaka. Many said it was because of Kaka’s wealth, others said it was witchcraft. But Kaka had been
spellbound by the beauty of this little tender thing whose skin was as smooth as a water pebble and as light as ripe
banana fruits, and whose eyes twinkled as they told countless exciting stories. He had quickly paid the bride price
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and Mmema had been escorted to his home with Ikonne to keep her company. Then they had sealed the
relationship by being wedded in the church. Ikonne grew into a very attractive young girl resembling Mmema as
she grew, only she was taller and stronger looking. Kaka wanted to make sure that this little girl who had been
almost a daughter to him would not get into wrong hands, so he got her attached to his bosom friend Odili, from a
neighboring village, who was also in the beer business. Now, both men were rich and their wives wielded
economic power in their respective homes. Oyidiya was proud of her daughters and grateful that their high
financial standing made it possible for her to realize her plans; and even though she had no son of her own, people
respected her because of the prosperity of her daughters which was always felt around her. She had even taken the
title of Lolo which was reserved only for rich women of high social standing.\fn{ In Igboland, women who wielded much
influence and power in their communities were rewarded with the Lola title, especially if such women commanded respect and high
regard.}

As Oyidiya remembered the events of the past years, it struck her that she and her husband had almost
exchanged roles. Nekwe, her husband, was a man who surpassed every woman in beauty. He was tall and skinny,
with a skin as light as ripe udala fruits; and, as if to crown his beauty, Nekwe even had mbibi patterns on his face
and arms—mbibi were elaborate sketches carved into the skin and darkened with some black substance to
enhance beauty. These scarification marks were often associated with vanity. Now, as the thought occurred to her,
Oyidiya wondered why her husband, who was now dead, did not instead, go for the ichi facial marks that were
emblems of manhood, valor and productivity. But it would hardly have become him, she thought. Nekwe was not
the manly type. Was it not she, Oyidiya, who had to stand on her feet and defend her family whenever another
family challenged it? How often did she have to defend her husband against his fellow men? Yes, the gods knew
what they were doing. They always joined together in marriage people of opposing qualities and thus ensured
harmony.
Oyidiya did not want to admit it, but now as she went through her life in her mind, she saw clearly that she had
been the man of the house while her husband, Nekwe, had been the woman. Yes. She had even indulged in
excesses, for which she was now paying. She felt a strong pang of guilt and remorse. She, Oyidiya, had gone too
far. She had not accepted her lot. She had forced the hand of her chi. And now this was the result.
Oyidiya walked faster. She thought her own guilt feeling surpassed those of her two daughters, who, in fact,
had no hand in the decision that was now costing her her peace of mind, except perhaps in so far as they had
given her the financial support with which she had realized her plans. Oyidiya walked faster still, then she stopped
and turned round to face her two daughters.
“But I did the only thing any woman would have done under the circumstances. You are not blaming me, are
you?” she burst out.
“Nne,\fn{Mother.} nobody is blaming you. Huymphrey will come back. We shall do all in our power to see that
they release him soon.” Mmema did not even believe herself. Humphrey, she was sure, was going to face the
firing squad for armed robbery.
“Kompin will die in that place, my spirit tells me he will not come out of it alive. And it is all my fault. If I had
needed to my chi.”
Humphrey was Oyidiya’s last child and only son. As the old woman could not pronounce the complicated
white man’s name, she called him Kompin. The tears were now running down her cheeks. Oyidiya was now very
old, and she had suffered a lot, chasing after a male issue which always eluded her. She had had the misfortune of
bearing exceptionally beautiful children, for the understanding was that such children were water spirits and never
lived long. Oyidiya knew this, but what she could not understand was why it was only the male issues that turned
out to be water spirits while her female issues all lived and bustled with excessive vitality. No, something else was
responsible for the early deaths of all her male children. She was sure her husband’s second wife, Njido, was
responsible. Njido was a witch and was clearly eating off all her boys hoping to lay claim to their husband’s
property. Even now the cold war had begun. Njido and her wretched boys were claiming everything, and they had
ensured that her only son Kompin was safely behind bars. They had bewitched him, she was sure of it. Why did I
not think of this before? she questioned her mind. My chi has definitely fashioned me for great things, but Njido
is bent on foiling it. Yes. My chi has fashioned me for greatness …
Oyidiya remembered, as she took the last steps towards her family compound, that she was a woman of no
ordinary birth. Her parents had been rich and very prosperous. But what made her more proud was the fact that
she was of royal birth. She was from a family of chieftains, and her father, Uloka, had earnestly desired her birth.
In her village, no prospective chief would even attain his royal stool unless he begot a daughter. A man’s first
daughter was his constant companion and bosom friend. When his wives quarreled, his first daughter would be
called in to descend sternly on them and sort out the quarrel. The first daughter of every Igbo family commanded
a high position and pride of place, she was her father’s “two legs” while the first son was his “right hand”. In
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many parts of Igboland it was the first daughter who ate the best part of the meat whenever an animal was
slaughtered in her father’s compound. Oyidiya remembered the story her mother had told her of how her father
had had to marry her as a second wife in the bid to get a daughter to complete the requirements of his chieftaincy
title.
“Your father was rich, he had a large yam barn, a hard-working wife, four able-bodied sons and, above all, the
royal blood of his ancestors flowed through is veins. But the elders were adamant. They would not hear of a
chieftain without a daughter. ‘That is the custom of Ikeduru,’ they insisted, ‘and nobody will change it.’”
Ada still remembered how she shook with fear as she stood by her father while he made his pledge to the
elders; how she, a mere child of six, had had to put up with the discomfort of the heavy jigida\fn{A string of disc-like
beads worn round the hips by young maidens.} strings on her hips and the ivory armlets and anklets that had darkened
with age; she remembered, too, the discomfort of having to pronounce the difficult words that would give
credence to her father’s solemn pledge to the people of Ikeduru. “But why a daughter?” Oyidiya had asked her
mother. “Surely a son would have been of greater importance. Our people only want sons.”
“Yes, they want sons, but they always say that to beget a daughter first is a blessing to the family. A daughter
caters for the well-being of her parents in their old age, sons only care for their immediate families. They care
little for their aging parents. A son caters for continuity of the family-name and external image, but a daughter
caters for love, understanding and unity within the family circle. She brings the brethren together and sorts out
their differences. Our people believe that it is a curse to beget only sons and no daughter. They will not put up
with a chieftain who has no daughter. They say that his homestead is standing on spikes and sooner or later will be
razed to the dust.”
So, whereas other girls of her age felt inferior to the boys, Oyidiya was treated with special preference. She did
not have to put up with the absurdities that forbade women to whistle, or to climb trees, and because none of these
sanctions were placed on her, she grew up with the exuberance and freedom that was allowed only to boys. She
did not realize the difference in the sexes until the day she bled between her legs. She had gone on a crickethunting session with her friends most of whom were boys. Oyidiya sighted a ube tree\fn{The native pear, the fruits of
which ripen by becoming darker on the surface.} full of ripe fruits, and made straight for it climbing with youthful
abandon. Then somebody, one of the boys, shouted:
“Oyidiya is bleeding. Oyidiya is bleeding between her legs.” She could not remember how she got down from
that tree. The boys jeered at her all the way home. That was how she parted ways with her male companions,
especially after she discovered from her mother that that awful experience would be repeating itself every seven
market weeks.
That was many many years ago. Looking back, Oyidiya thought what an irony of fate it was that she who had
been a highly desired daughter, should afterwards hang in the balance because she had not male issue.
Oyidiya was left with no choice but to do what in Igboland was reserved for women of high social and
financial standing to which class she rightly belonged. She must have her own son and if he would not come from
her own womb then some other woman would do so in her name and on her behalf. She summoned her husband’s
kinsmen and told them she was going to take a wife. The men said they were surprised she had waited so long to
take that inevitable step. And so after a series of visits with kegs of palm wine and presents to the Umuado village,
Nekwe’s kinsmen brought home to Oyidiya a young girl of sixteen, looking so ripe and full that one would have
expected from her only male issues. But that was not to be, or maybe she did not stay long enough to find out.
When her first two issues turned out to be girls, Oyidiya got impatient and sent her home to her parents. They
Oyidiya married again, but this time the young woman was having difficulty in conceiving. Oyidiya invited a
witch-doctor to administer treatment to her, but, to her dismay and shame, the healer eloped with the young bride.
Oyidiya was not to brood over a shameless woman when she could marry as many as she could. So she quickly
married again, but this time, there was no Nekwe to supply the male seed. Nekwe was bitten by a snake on his
way to the farm and died soon afterwards. But the new development did not dissuade Oyidiya from keeping the
new wife. After all, what were a husband’s male relations for, if not to see to it that their dead brother’s name was
not buried with him? So the new wife bore her first issue which turned out to be twin girls; and she and her new
babies did not outstay the night. They were quickly bundled back to the girl’s parents. It was a pity the white man
had put his nose in everything, otherwise mother and daughters would have been killed and thrown into the bad
bush, Oyidiya had fumed.
Oyidiya was now quite old and physically weak, but her heart was strong. She was bent on leaving behind her,
after her death, a son to claim her own share of her husband’s property and to retain her homestead. She, Oyidiya
daughter of Uloka, would not leave this world without a son to repair and breed life into her hut. It was a pity that
girls had to marry and leave their fathers’ houses to breed life into other men’s homes. If she did not have a son
before her death, her hut would be demolished and soon the children of the other wife of her husband would begin
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to farm on it. That was not to be. She, Oyidiya, was going to prevent that. After all was her name not Oyidiya—
the one that resembled her husband—or rather the woman that resembled a man, she quickly corrected herself.
She had long forgotten about her second wife who had escaped with the witch-doctor, and was recovering from
the ill luck of the twin girls when, one day, a distant relative of her husband, who lived almost buried and
forgotten in the far away town of Asaba across the great river about which she had only heard in stories of
adventure, came home with the story that changed everything. Oyidiya’s forgotten wife, Chitu, was living there
and had long given birth to a baby boy by her witch-doctor lover. Oyidiya smiled to herself. The gods had blessed
her at last, for the son was hers. In fact all Chitu’s children were hers, but she was not interested in the girls; all
she wanted was the boy. In spite of his questionable breeding and heritage, Oyidiya wanted to hold him in her
arms, to feel his young muscles, to smell his boyhood. Gradually the feeling grew into an ache, a longing. Oyidiya
summoned the kindred of her husband and told them of the new development. Some thought it was not wise to
bring in a son from the lineage of wizards, it would not go well, they argued. But there were many others who
thought that the gods had finally heard Oyidiya’s prayers. It was therefore agreed that the boy should be brought
home, if necessary, he would be abducted.
Oyidiya sent word to her daughters inviting them to give her financial support. She had to pay out a lot of
money to the young men who undertook the journey. And so Humphrey was abducted and brought home to
Oyidiya, who performed several sacrifices of appreciation to her chi and to Ogwugwu, the god of the village that
catered for justice and fair play. Oyidiya remembered it all so vividly, now, as she pushed open the carved wooden
door that led into the compound. Yes, she now had a son, but she had something else in addition, she had misery,
frustration, even more—anxiety, for Kompin\fn{ As he had apparently been renamed.} was an embodiment of all vices.
He was a cheat, a liar, a thief, a glutton. Right from the first day he was brought into Oyidiya’s home, the little
boy, who was then barely four years old, had been caught eating the fish from the soup-pot and since that day he
had never ceased to be in trouble. Now he was locked up in the white man’s prison at Orlu. As soon as she heard
the news, Oyidiya had sent for her daughters, and though they had tried to bribe him out, it was all to no avail.
Oyidiya was sure this was going to be the end of the boy and of the dream that had spurred her on and filled her
with hope even at the most trying periods. He was going to be shot by the soldiers who now ruled the country. She
too was tired, she had lost interest in living, but she would not give up the fight. She was going to retaliate from
the grave against her husband’s second wife who had taken the ground from under her feet. Oyidiya pushed at the
carved wooden gate of the dwarf mud-wall which creaked open to allow them in. As she took the last few steps
and disappeared into the cold dark interior of her thatched, mud-walled hut, she was oblivious to everything
around her—she did not see her dog, Logbo, whimpering its welcome, she did not hear her two daughters calling
her from behind, she was only conscious of a dry ache somewhere inside her head. Then she swooned and was
about to fall, when Ikonne caught her and, tenderly, the two women laid their aged mother on to her bamboo bed.
Oyidiya the fighter, the husband of three wives, the manly woman, was no more. But before she breathed her last,
Oyidiya gave her last instructions to her daughters.
“I have fought a good fight. You two should not give up now. Before they shoot him, be sure to keep a wife
here in his name. Then my life shall not have been in vain. The gods and my chi have fashioned me for great
things.” The two women exchanged glances.
“Mother was a great man,” they both agreed. “We must prepare for her a befitting burial.”
256.66 Excerpt from In Papua New Guinea\fn{by Christina Dodwell (1951- )} Oyo State, Nigeria (F) 10
4
Disembarking in Jayapura,\fn{The Indonesian provincial capital} I found myself in a small-town capital
which seemed more like an army camp. Whistles blew, orders were rapped out, men stamped to attention, and
the army practised their military manoeuvres in the streets. The streets were hot and dusty, and littered with a
handful of trading booths and endless shanty-type housing. If the housing and hotels looked cheap it was
misleading since everything in Jayapura was expensive: a hotel room for instance would have cost 7000
rupiah (£10) a night. I was lucky that Siswan had invited me to stay with his family. They were warm and
hospitable people and, after Tombatu’s\fn{The name of the ship the author used to travel to Jayapura; the time is about
1976:H} rice and fish-head menu, their Indonesian home cooking was a real treat.
Siswan took me to see the various wrecks from World War II, that were located around Jayapura. On the
beaches there were rusted wrecks of army-landing craft, troop-carriers, artillery and tanks. The tanks were
parked in a row half-buried in the sand facing the sea, their corroded cog-wheels and segments of cater pillar
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tracks glowing with rust. War shells poked up through the sand and some women were digging for brass
cartridge cases to sell for scrap.
Siswan also inspired me to visit the interior of West Irian;\fn{ Since 2010 renamed Papua Province } we sat on
the sand and he told me stories about the Sibillers or “worm children”, who believed their ancestors were
worms. Now they were warrior-farmers (like most mountain tribes in this part of the world), and though
similar in appearance to others who wore penis-gourds (long curly bean gourds attached at the top with bushstring) and covered their bodies in red ochre mixed with pig fat, they could still be distinguished by their
long waistbands of “magical” dogs’ teeth.
Siswan frowned as he remembered something else, and he recounted the deaths of four Dutch
missionary families in the area I proposed to visit; the families had been killed and eaten by cannibals in
1974. (According to a guide book which he later showed me, the cannibals killed their victims with a boneknife or spear, then cut a small hole in the skull. The brains were shaken loose then sucked out, and were
usually eaten by male children. The body-meat was distributed, and the fat was used for polishing spears or
drums.)
However, this didn’t deter me from making a brief visit to the Dani tribe who live in that area in the Baliem
valley, and protect themselves against neighbouring enemies with a three-mile fron tier marked by thirty
watchtowers. Each tower is made from bundles of branches roped together with vines to make a tall pillar, and
is topped by a small thatched platform. Fighting and the survival of the fittest is their way of life, but during
my visit all was calm, and for several days the people went peacefully about their daily lives.
That peace was disturbed, however, when a large party of anthropologists descended on the valley. In a
very short time they seemed to be everywhere and their presence made me feel uncomfortable. I didn’t want
to be associated with them; I was a lone traveller, not one of a group of scientists. I wanted to get away
from them, to places beyond their reach and influence. Therefore I cut short my visit, deciding to return to
Jayapura and make haste to Papua New Guinea.
On my return to Jayapura, I realised that my Indonesian visa was now several weeks out of date. This was
a serious offence. I went to the Immigration Office to apologise, and to my relief the situation didn’t become
unpleasant: they gave me time to catch the next plane out of the country. There was only one external flight
per week, which flew to Wewak in Papua New Guinea, so I went immediately to buy a ticket. Without a map I
didn’t know where Wewak was situated, but that didn’t matter; it was in Papua New Guinea and that was the
important thing.
I arrived, as ordered, at the dusty airstrip one hour before departure time, and checked out through immigration
and customs control. There were three other passengers. We were all about to board when an official approached
me and asked to see my vaccination certificate. He flicked through the pages until he reached the cholera
vaccination record and stopped. Mine I knew was out of date, but it had never been required at a border before
and I didn’t expect any trouble. But my luck was out—here I was told, it was compulsory.
Suddenly the affair blew up. The pilot refused to allow me on the plane (since the airline would be legally
responsible for keeping me in quarantine), and the airport officials wouldn’t let me remain in Indonesia
(because my visa was already extended over the maximum allowance). The Indonesians demanded that I go on
that flight, but the pilot refused, so they grounded the plane. Tempers rose and soon everyone was shouting
angrily.
Everyone that is, except me. I sat quietly in a corner, cursing the ticket agency for not warning me and
praying that I would be allowed on the plane. An hour later the pilot won the argument and the plane moved off
without me. As it taxied down the airstrip a customs officer asked to see my passport and noticed that my entrypermit to Papua New Guinea would expire the very next day.
I had twenty-four hours to get into Papua New Guinea, or my visa would be invalid. And my last hope
had just roared into the sky.
It felt as though the bottom had just dropped out of my world; it had taken me eight arduous months of
travel to reach Papua New Guinea and now it seemed that the door was to be slammed in my face. I couldn’t
bear to think that I could be sent home when I was so close to the border.
Tears welled up and began pouring down my face. I felt crushed, helpless and alone. I no longer knew what
to do. People tried to help, but there seemed to be no way Out. An official drove me to the Missionary Society
but they had no flights lined up, and the air charter company offered me a plane for 600,000 rupiah (£800);
again tears blinded my eyes and I couldn’t speak. The airport manager kindly took me for a cup of tea and a hot
meal, then to a Sumatran doctor who gave me the cholera jab, and finally deposited me with the Chief of
Immigration.
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The chief smiled to see me again. In our previous meeting we had established that I wouldn’t pay bribes, or let
him play power games, so this time he didn’t try. Perhaps he could see that I was distraught, and sensed that the
slightest upset would reduce me to tears again. I struggled to stay composed, though four hours of crying and
misery had left me weak. It was almost reassuring to know that something had to happen next.
5
The immigration chief took charge of the situation. After a harrowing interval he issued me with orders, and
wrote out some instructions for me to take to the coast guard’s canoe-keeper. At dusk I located the canoe-keeper
and gave him the instructions. I slept on a floormat in the boatman’s hut and at six o’clock next morning the
boatman loaded me and my backpack into his canoe. At last we were setting off along the coast towards Papua
New Guinea.
It was an outrigger canoe with a motor, and as it sped through the choppy sea, waves sprayed over us. The
boatman was wearing a windbreaker and an old-fashioned flying helmet. I nestled behind my plastic rainsheet,
but my face and arms were soon crusted with salt from the spray.
The boatman announced that we were now in Papua New Guinea waters. I felt a sense of elation which was
similar to fear. Far to our right the inhospitable coast stretched into malaria-infested marshes and mangrove
swamps. Behind the swamps was thick jungle, smothering the land as it rose toward mountains. There were
neither people, nor signs of habitation. So this was the country that I had travelled halfway round the world to
visit.
According to history, the first European to report sighting the coast of Papua New Guinea was a Portuguese
ship’s captain in 1526. The first landing (on the island’s south side) was made by another Portuguese captain
who named it Ilhas dos Papuas. Papuas was a Malay word meaning fuzzy-haired. The natives were seen to be
unfriendly and none of the European powers expressed any interest in the island except the Dutch who laid
claim to the western half in order to protect the wealthy Dutch East Indies empire in Indonesia. The name
New Guinea was given to the whole island by the Dutch, and later during its colo nial period the island was
divided into Dutch New-Guinea (the western half before it was claimed by the Indonesians), German NewGuinea (the northern quarter)\fn{ I.e., the northern half of the eastern part of the island:H } and British New-Guinea (the
southern part).\fn{The southern half of the eastern part of the island:H } After World War I Australia became
administrator of the German portion, and later when the British also handed their southern territory (re-named
Papua) into Australia’s care, the two quarters were eventually joined into one country.
At mid-morning, in the sea ahead of the canoe, we saw a dugong. These creatures are said to have caused
the mermaid legends; they belong to the Order Sirenia, named after the mermaids of Greek mythology who
lured sailors to their deaths on the rocks. (Actually, dugongs are a distant relative of elephants, having shared
an ancestor about 70 million years ago.) This dugong was sunbathing, floating lazily on the water; it was
about the length of a human adult, with mammalian body and fishy tail, but it didn’t fit my image of a
mermaid.
As soon as the boatman saw the dugong he seized his spear—a 9-ft (3-m) pole with ten sharp harpoonprongs—and hurled it at the unfortunate beast. The spear hissed through the air, trailing its rope, and
splashed into an empty sea: the dugong had already dived to safety. The boatman cursed it as he pulled in the
rope and retrieved his harpoon, and I tried not to look glad that he had missed. Dugong meat was a delicacy.
My first sights of Vanimo were of a fishing boat tied to an old jetty, a collection of bungalows and local
administrative headquarters. Although there was no official immigration post, I located a man who said that he
could stamp my passport. He had not previously had the opportunity of checking a tourist into the country, and
he couldn’t resist the desire to find out what tourists had in their luggage. He unpacked the lot. He looked a bit
amazed by the innumerable plastic bags, my catapult, tobacco pouch, and strips of dried meat (jerky). He
confiscated my jar of salt in case it was heroin.
His signature on my visa told me that at last I had entered Papua New Guinea. I felt exhausted by trauma
and drained of all reactions. Nothing really mattered, except that I had arrived. I had no idea where to go
from Vanimo. There was nowhere to buy a map.
An American missionary family in Vanimo invited me to stay at their house while I decided my next step.
They were Protestant Bible-teachers. Formerly they had been drug abusers, but their new-found beliefs and
pure Christian goodness made me feel ashamed of my lack of faith.
The next morning was Sunday. In the bamboo chapel beside their home they held a church service,
conducted in Neo-Melanesian (known as pidgin, the national language of Papua New Guinea).
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I sat on a roughly-hewn pew among the local womenfolk, listening to the flow of the preacher’s
intonations. Frequent English words jolted my meditation, but I couldn’t understand much of what was being
said. Pidgin is based on Melanesian grammar and the words are a mixture of English, German, Chinese,
Malay, Portuguese and other languages, with many regional dialects added. Pidgin is no one’s mother tongue,
it is a second language which is taught in schools in order to unite the country’s innumerable tribes who
speak different languages (45 per cent of the world’s total languages).
Certain phrases did catch my attention, and intrigued me. A stranger was man bilong long-wei pies
(man belong long-way place), a language was tok-ples (talk-place), and home was arse-pies (base-place).
Slowly I became aware that it must be Easter, for the lesson was about the crucifixion. It went
something like this: 0l i nailim Jesus long kros, im-i die, na ol i plantim bodi daunbilo long groun. I die,
tasoi im i no die finis. Bye i kumup wantaim moa, long lukim long yu-ml. (They nailed Jesus on the
cross, he died, and they buried his body underground. He didn’t die completely. He will come up one
more time, to look at you and me.)
Over the next few days I learnt more pidgin, and I relaxed in the feeling of security that comes from being
with a family. The missionaries, Mike and Beth Hayes, couldn’t have been kinder, and their young children were
flawlessly well behaved. Beth was schooling them and while I stayed I helped teach them, to give Beth a break
and repay her kindness.
For myself, the most immediate task was to decide where to go next. I borrowed a map and settled down to
study it and find a route out of Vanimo. Here I got my first surprise: the map showed Vanimo as a small coastal
outpost at the emptiest end of a sparsely-populated land, so wild that no roads led to or from it; it was completely
cut off. I looked at the other towns and counted just seven, and they included the capital city. Only very few of
them were interconnected by roads and I could see why—a massive chain of mountains ran the length of the
country, reaching 15,000ft (4,575m) in parts—that formed a natural barrier.
My first option was to continue the journey by sea, but that would have entailed an uncomfortable three-day
ride by cargo boat to Wewak, and it seemed pointless to go around the outside of a country that I had come to see.
Neither was I too keen to make my first stop a town—I really wanted to explore the inter ior and to meet the
tribes-people.
My second option was to continue on foot, but no one knew of any paths from Vanimo going inland longdistance.
My third was to get a lift in one of the light aircraft used for local government and mission work, that often
landed in some of the more remote places. The country was dotted with grass airstrips, and included some of the
most perilous ones in the world. That probably sounds exaggerated, but it is said that for a pilot to have a year’s
experience of flying in Papua New Guinea and using those airstrips, is worth ten years’ experience elsewhere. The
flying itself was also hazardous because various mountain ranges were too high for the light aircraft to fly over,
while thick clouds often obscured the lower altitudes around the mountains. Accidents were frequent.
These hazards aside, flying seemed to be the best idea. That completed the choice of how to continue. But
where should I go? The decision could be made by random choice. Spreading out the map, I took hold of a pencil
then reaching out I let the pencil drop to touch the map. It landed on the highlands at the remotest end of the
mountain cordillera, the least-explored end of Papua New Guinea. I felt some stirrings of excitement as my
journey began to take shape; I would fly to the back of that area, then walk through, heading west until I reached
the tail end of a jeep-track (shown on the map by a dotted red line), at Lake Kopiago. I had no idea how long the
walk would take.
*
At Vanimo airfield I found a twin-engined plane destined for the patrol posts of Telefomin and Oksapmin. At
seven o’clock the next morning I sat on board the plane as it bumped its way along the runway and accelerated
into the sky.
I was in the co-pilot’s seat and enjoyed a superb view as we flew over the jungle, slowly gained height and
rose over some hills to a vast plain. Beneath me lay an expanse of jungled flatness that I could see was dissected
by streams which flowed into a larger, muddy brown, sluggish river. These were tributaries of the Sepik river.
Soon we were above the river and I could see its meandering course looping back on itself in sweeping curves,
eroding banks and changing its course continually, as it cast-off its horseshoe-shaped lakes. These lakes were
stagnant and overhung with lush vegetation. The pilot, an Australian, called them ox-bow lakes and said that they
were infested with crocodiles. Then he snorted with laughter and began telling me about his experiences flying
with cargoes of live crocodiles. Baby crocodiles were gathered by local tribes-people who took them to Green
River airfield when a skin-trader or crocodile-farmer made a buying expedition there.
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Cargo for the crocodile farmers had to be air-freighted alive and to ensure safety in transit their jaws were
tied shut with twists of grass-string. It was not uncommon however, for boxes to break or spill open depositing
panic-stricken crocodiles all over the floor, and he chuckled as he recalled that on one occasion, when a loose
crocodile bit his foot, he grabbed it by its tail and threw it out of the open window beside him. It hit the
propellor and was instantly splattered to pulp, much of which splashed back through the window into the
plane. He also recalled a flight carrying a twelve-foot (four-metre) crocodile, which was heavily sedated and
bound with ropes. In its sleep it flexed its muscles and one by one the ropes snapped, but fortunately for the
pilot it didn’t wake up.
The pilot brought me back to the present by gesturing down and pointing to the sources of three rivers below:
the Sepik, the Strickland and the Fly rivers. We were now in the mountains approaching Telefomin and the plane
climbed steadily as it cleared ridge after ridge, between which I could see vegetation clinging precariously to the
plunging slopes.
When Telefomin came into sight, it seemed to consist of just a couple of buildings and an airfield. A few
people had gathered to watch the plane land, waiting with curiosity to see what it was bringing. As we taxied, the
pilot told me that many people still regarded flying as magic; planes to them were metal birds (living things), with
pilots apparently using magic to control them. Some years ago, when a helicopter had landed, the local villagers
had swarmed all over it, patting it and trying to feed it with kaukau (sweet potato, the staple food).\fn{ Some 70 years
ago, when the first Australian bush-pilots revisited the first landing-strip after their first visit to the site, they discovered a grass-mockup of
their plane, and themselves, built by the natives, and used as an idol:H }

We stayed for a short while in Telefomin and, while the pilot went about his duties, I wandered around
smiling at people and trying to practise my pidgin. The women were bare-breasted and they wore grass skirts.
The men were small-statured, dark-skinned and bearded, with heavy hook noses, either pierced open through
the nasal septum or tipped with strange small spikes. They didn’t speak any pidgin and their own language
was sharp and rapid, making them sound ferocious. I remembered being told in Vanimo about some killings
by cannibals in Telefomin not very many years ago.
Oksapmin was only ten minutes flight from Telefomin. We flew past 12,000-ft (3,650-m) high peaks,
before banking round and up a breathtaking escarpment, to the lip of the dish-shaped valley of Oksapmin.
People beneath us hurriedly cleared the runway and gathered to meet the plane. Included in the welcoming
party was Nicky Cape, a young Englishman who had been sent to Oksapmin for two years by the VSA
(Voluntary Services Association) to teach people how to cultivate vegetables.
During lunch he gave me much valuable advice about my proposed walk, but said he doubted that I would
reach my destination of Lake Kopiago. The problem was that to get there, I had to cross the Strickland river
and because it was the rainy season it would be swollen and in flood. Fifty-foot floodwaters had swept away
the suspended footbridge that used to span the river several years ago and it hadn’t been replaced. Nicky was
horrified at my suggestion that I would swim across and warned me that many people had already drowned
attempting it. But seeing that I wasn’t going to be put off, he suggested that I should walk to the north and
loop round so that I could swim across as far upstream as possible, where it would be narrow and not quite so
fast-flowing. He added that to his knowledge no white woman had ever walked that route before.
The only thing to arrange now was a guide, so Nicky organised for a message to be spread telling any
prospective guides to meet me on the following day. Actually, I didn’t really want a guide—the idea of being
lost didn’t bother me—but since I had a specific destination (albeit randomly selected), I was realistic
enough to know that I would need a guide if I was to have any hope of finding it.
Another major consideration was the weight of my backpack. It weighed about fifty pounds, and included two
weeks’ emergency food supplies that I had collected at Vanimo. Because of the jungle’s sparse population I
couldn’t rely upon always being given local hospitality, and the poor local diet of kaukazi I knew wouldn’t be
sufficient to sustain me.
Among these people I discovered that it was not possible to have just one guide, there had to be at least two,
because one man would be afraid to return alone. They feared possible harm from other tribes since by custom
they were not friendly to each other, and at best, they regarded one another with suspicion and mistrust. My walk
seemed to be turning into an expedition.
Shortly after lunch, when the pilot and Nicky boarded the plane (Nicky was ill with hepatitis and had to go to
Wewak for medical attention) and they left Oksapmin, I felt terribly alone. But not unhappy. Nicky had kindly
suggested that I stay in his hut and had left me with a large heap of firewood for warmth.
The coldness of the mountain altitude surprised me, I had forgotten what it felt like to be cold—particularly
after the month of hot sun and sea on Tombatu, and the sweaty coastal climate of Vanimo. Now I felt refreshed
and chilly. Late that afternoon I strolled down the broad valley to a grove of hoop-pines, which grew up to 250ft
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(75m) without a bend in their trunks and whose branches seemed to be ringed by hoops of pine needles. It felt
good to be among giants. Standing among those trees, I watched clouds drift up over the escarpment, floating
forward and engulfing everything in foggy wetness as they went. When the trees blurred and disappeared I retired
indoors, lit a fire, and settled down contentedly for the evening.
*
The following day I sat outside and waited to see if any prospective guides would turn up in reply to the
message that Nicky had sent out. Various people came over to look at me. Some of them were Neolithic-type
bowmen, with spikes on the tips of their noses made of beetles’ antennae. Nearly all the men carried bows and
arrows, which I noticed had points of carved cassowary-bone instead of metal, just as Bapa Roos had told me on
Tombatu. Several men wore penis-gourds, while others instead wore a narrow piece of woven bush-fibre as a loin
cloth. Women wore double-layered grass skirts and were bare-breasted. They carried bilums (big net bags slung
from a long loop across the forehead) that were full of firewood and kaukau and looked heavy. The children hid
behind their mothers’ legs and seemed terrified of me.
A group of adults began discussing me and since I couldn’t understand a word of what they were saying,
I had to hope that they weren’t being too critical. I smiled and listened to the way they spoke. Their voices
had a harsh, staccato quality, their sentences beginning with a sharp gabble and slowing to a low end. It
made them sound fierce, though I knew it was just their manner of speech (as in Telefomin), and I didn’t
feel afraid.
After some considerable time, two men with wild pigs’ tusks through their noses stepped forward and
informed me that they would be my guides:
“Yu-migo long wokahau.”
Their knowledge of pidgin was as scanty as mine, but we managed to communicate and agreed that they
should collect me at dawn the next day. They would accompany me for the first stage of my walk, then pass
me safely on to new guides. Their pay would be at government-porter rates, approximately two kina (£1.50)
per day.
I passed the rest of the day quietly and went to bed at eight o’clock, to prepare for an early start in the
morning.
6
Dawn was foggy, cold and damp. I lay for an extra moment in my sleeping bag dreading the coldness outside,
until I remembered why I had to get up, and hurriedly did so. There was no time to waste. Quickly rekindling the
fire to warm myself, I made some coffee and breakfast and began to pack.
When my guides, Kom and Arak, arrived I was ready for them. They were impatient to start out saying
that we had far to go in the day:
“Yu-mi go nau. Wokabaut bilong yu-mi stap long-wei tru.”
Kom heaved my backpack onto his shoulders, and when both men had picked up their bows and arrows,
we set off down the valley at a fast pace.
We went in single file with me in the middle. The damp fog lay thickly in the valley so that nothing was
visible except for Kom, who was in front of me, and the muddy path underfoot. When the mud became a marsh
I had difficulty keeping up with Kom, for despite his wearing the backpack, he jumped nimbly from one grassy
tuft to the next. Sometimes he missed his footing and sank to his knees in mud, but I slipped continually. I had
completely forgotten about bringing boots or any other suitable footwear, and was wearing thong sandals which
were worse than useless. They went slimy with the wet clay and my feet slid side ways off them with almost
every step. In the end I gave up and took them off, realising that I would probably have to do the whole walk
barefoot.
Now there was a risk in every unseen step and I could feel the mud oozing between my toes. On the plus side
though, I was free to use my feet in a more animal way, to balance myself and to grip the tussocks. As we hopped
and floundered forwards, the fog began to clear and the sun shone weakly, but it was still cold.
*
At a cluster of huts in the lower valley we stopped briefly to collect three women. They were going to
visit a relative who lived a day’s walk to the north-west and our paths coincided for a couple of hours. The
women weren’t quite ready, and were still filling their bilums with kaukau and oddments. While I watched
them I observed the patterns of dots and lines tattooed on their faces. The lines on their foreheads followed the
curve of their eyebrows; they had stars on their temples and a rising sun in the centre of their foreheads.
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Several of the men wore pigs’ tusks and one had the head of a rhinoceros beetle, complete with antennae,
sticking out from the tip of his nose.
When they had finished the women put the straps of their bilums across their foreheads and swung them onto
their backs. At the top of one bilum I could see a baby, sleeping peacefully, blissfully unaware of all the noise and
commotion.
The size of my expedition had grown again. Chattering gaily in harsh gutteral tones the party moved off.
We had left the swamp and were now walking through pitpit grass (like elephant grass), which grew thickly
across the narrow path and entwined above our heads. We had to push our way through it, and respect its
ability to cut skin; this was no main thoroughfare.
The path was heading north, leading to the base of a mountain which rose steeply into the clouds and had to
be climbed. My band stopped gossiping and concentrated on the climb. Forest closed over us, water dripped
from dank green foliage, tree trunks were coated in luxuriant moss and lichen, and filmy moss hung in trailing
beards from the branches. All was misty and silent. Occasionally one of the men would whistle a long shrill
note which I guessed was to give the stragglers an idea of how far ahead the leaders had gone. Naturally I was
among the stragglers—partly because I was too busy looking around—but mainly because my lungs were
straining with lack of oxygen and I was unfit. Strung out in lengthy single file, we wove our way along the
forest floor, between and beneath its huge tangled roots.
To get to the other side of the innumerable ravines we followed the paths to wherever a tree had fallen to
bridge the gap. The first few tree “bridges” were fairly level and although there was little to grasp for balance, it
was not difficult to walk across. But at a steeply-angled bridge where we had to jump from one tree trunk to
another and proceed up its network of branches high above a swamp, I baulked and my courage failed. I stood
there, unable to go forwards, momentarily paralysed. It was unthinkable to sit down and cross on my behind,
since I would have felt undignified and the women would have laughed and said that I was afraid. The one
ahead of me noticed that I was no longer following her and she came back across the bridge to show me the
way again. She didn’t even bother to put down her baby, she was so sure of her steps; she walked towards me,
erect, and zigzagging the time-worn course.
She shot a question at me, probably about my stillness. I wondered how to react and knew that I couldn’t
refuse to walk across, so indicated to her that I would try again. Following her dark silhouette and keeping my
eyes on the sloping log beneath my feet, I began making my way across. Where the bark had worn off the
wood was still wet from recent rain and therefore extremely slippery, but I told myself sternly
“Do it, don’t think about it. And don’t look down.”
After the first faltering steps I began to use the walking stick Kom had picked for me as a balancing pole,
and after a few terrifying moments we were across.
Climbing up the mountain we found that the roots across the path made good handholds and helped us to
clamber and scramble up over the wet mud. Then with great relief I heard Kom say,
“Taim bilong kisim wind.” (Kisim wind means to catch your breath.)
We sat down on some flat rocks to rest and Kom showed me his bow and arrows. Each arrow was
differently made for a different use: a four-pronged bamboo arrow was for shoot ing birds, a knife-shaped
bamboo blade was for pigs, another was tipped with cassowary bone, and one had barbed hooks running
twelve inches down the shaft, skilfully carved and coloured with ochres. The bow was of sturdy blackpalm,
with a bowstring of scraped bamboo.
Kom kindled a small fire and heated some kaukau, which must have been pre-roasted before setting out
because they were ready to eat in ten minutes. This was my first taste of kaukau and it was delicious, just like
a sweet potato. The resting-place marked the parting of ways between us and the extra women who went off
to the west. We could hear them chattering long after they had vanished from sight—making a shrill and
strident noise rather like the raucous birdsong and screeches that echoed through the forest.
*
As we climbed, so it got hotter and the forest sweated. Trees blossomed with orange and yellow bellflowers, and were prolific with red berries, nuts, or giant acorns; other fruits were hairy, spiky, shiny and
brightly coloured. The fruits that lay rotting on the ground were fermenting. Toadstools were growing
profusely on many centuries of accumulated leafmould, while purple fungi sprouted like coral from dead tree
stumps, and thick bark was being shed by other trees in the annual cycle of decay and renewal.
My feet were doing well, though it was impossible to keep up with Kom’s fast pace and the climb seemed
endlessly steep and rough. By mid-afternoon we were on top and, while we rested and roasted a few more
kaukau, a hunting party came along. We all exchanged greetings and they sat down. They were thin,
undecorated and naked except for their long curly penis-gourds. The two groups talked with the rapidity of
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machine gun fire. The hunters had just caught a reddish-gold animal, a strange furry marsupial with wide
goggle eyes and a long bald prehensile tail. Its hands had five claw-tipped fingers and it had in its pouch a
miniscule hairless baby. The animal was probably a type of possum, but I had never seen one before. Despite
the many years I had spent travelling, there was never a feeling of sameness.
I wondered what caused the animal life of Papua New Guinea to be different from the type I had seen all
over the rest of the world and, in trying to figure it out, I recalled (from former brief studies of Plate-tectonics)
that Papua New Guinea was once part of a land bridge which attached Australia to the Asian continent and
that when the land bridge had sunk, it had left the island of New Guinea isolated before the evolution of many
types of animal. So that, although there are few of the world’s common wild animals, Papua New Guinea is
rich in reptiles, rodents, marsupials and birds. It has giant monitor lizards; crocodiles and tree-climbing
crocodiles; pythons, taipans and death-adders; flying foxes, spiny ant eaters, tree-kangaroos, cassowaries and
over 600 other species of birds.
I divided out some tobacco between the hunters, my guides and myself, which we smoked before moving
on. When we had been walking for eight hours my leg muscles ached and I was exhausted. Twice I asked
Kom how much further we had to go. His first reply was “Long-wei liklik,” meaning a fairly long way, but
the second time, when we stood on top of a ridge looking down on the Ok-Om river, he at last said,
“Klos-tu. Haus i stap kios-tu.”
In the valley below, on the opposite side of the river, I could see two huts.
*
As we slithered down the muddy mountainside Kom and Arak suddenly began yelping and yodel-chanting.
Their combined harmony reminded me of the sound of baying hounds after a fox. It was an exciting noise; it
re-energised me, and it also told the huts’ occupants that they were about to have visitors. Ok-Om wasn’t a big
river and was easy to cross on a suspended footbridge. Away downstream, beyond our sight, the Ok-Om and
Lagaip rivers met in a T-junction and became the Strickland river; it was the Lagaip river, the major force of
the Strickland, that I had decided to swim.
It was a relief to arrive at the huts. I was aching with fatigue. The family came out to welcome us and stood in
a line to look at me, their faces crinkled with curiosity and amazement. They stared for a long moment before
one of them turned to Kom and asked a question. His reply made them even more curious and they came
forward to look more closely at me.
Kom told me that they had asked if I was a woman. It seemed that a lone woman traveller was beyond their
comprehension, and they were confused at seeing me there. To ease their nervousness I kept smiling and
began shaking hands with each person there. I doubted they had ever shaken hands with anyone before, but it
was a useful gesture of contact and goodwill, and their wrinkled brown faces smiled back at me. Mothers
brought out their babies to shake hands too.
The women were wearing grass skirts, and their earlobes were distended around bamboo hoops. Most of
the men wore pigs’ tusks through their noses and one wore a chunky tusk-and cowrie-shell necklet, and about
thirty bamboo hoops round his waist which were joined at the front into an up-pointing prong.
Their evening meal was kaukau which was roasted in the fire and peeled by hand before eating. As well as
tasting like a sweet potato it also looked rather like a potato. The kaukau gardens where they were cultivated
lay nearby on the riverbank. The people shared their kaukau with the three of us and I contributed some canned
meat stew, which we heated in my saucepan over the fire. They didn’t possess a saucepan or any other utensils,
plates, cups or cutlery. They ate with their hands, and without bowls so I had no means of dishing up the stew
and, instead had to take some and pass the saucepan round for the others to share.
I noticed that there seemed to be a systematic order for taking food: the first to eat were the two men from
the huts who also took some for the male children before passing the pan to Kom and Arak. Once they had
helped themselves they handed it on to some older men, until it finally reached the womenfolk.
We didn’t drink anything with the meal, and after I had taken the saucepan to the riverside and scoured it
clean with wiry grasses, I re-filled it with water to make tea. At first the people didn’t like the tea and passed it
back to me, but when I added several spoonsful of sugar and offered it again they drank every drop.
Later the menfolk sat around the fire and played their long-waisted drums which were hollowed from a
single piece of wood. I listened to them talking and drumming until I was too tired to stay awake. For sleeping,
I was shown to a small smoke-cooking cubicle where the fire had been allowed to die down and swept away,
leaving a clear space. The bamboo walls and floor were black with soot.
I laid out my plastic rainsheet and sleeping bag on the floor, and fell asleep to the sound of drumming.
*
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We looped round to the north of the gorges leaving the huts behind. There was no need to hurry because
it was only a short day’s walk to our next stop which was to be at some huts called Sisimin. We followed a
path along the riverbank and made a short-cut across some crumpled hills, which I was told were the
foothills of the Central Mountain range where some very primitive Hewa people lived. Much of their
territory had never been explored or mapped, because it had been an official “restricted” area (closed to
outsiders, unless accompanied by an armed government escort) until about 1971.
We met a Hewa as we approached Sisimin. He stood aside to let us pass; he looked frightened of me and
seemed unsure whether he should run away. His own appearance was made startling by his hairy headgear: a
tall tapering topknot of hair clippings and grasses, held tight with bush-string. His earlobes were pierced and
stretched around bamboo hoops and his nostrils were pierced at the sides, with crossed feathers inserted as nosequills. He hurried on his way and we strolled on ours.
I couldn’t go any faster because my leg muscles were aching, and my mind was heavy with the worry of
swimming the river. Kom had told me that there was a place near Sisimin where I could swim the river. It was
about three miles up from the Strickland Gorge and we went to look at the place before going into Sisimin.
As I stood there on the bank watching the roaring torrent of water foaming over submerged rocks, my blood ran
cold. The river was alarmingly wide and although this was the safest place, the river was still in flood and it looked
a terrifying prospect.
When we reached Sisimin, our arrival was heralded by a trumpeter with a long gourd-trumpet; this was the
local way of conveying information to outlying huts. The gourd-trumpet made a braying noise and someone
explained in pidgin,
“Im singaut.”
My hosts in Sisimin were Yagol-T, who was an evangelist preacher from the Sepik river region, and his wife
Tocas. Their hut was clean and spacious; more so after the chickens had been chased outside. Among their chickens I
noticed some long-legged cassowary chicks, with their distinctive black and tan stripes and their small wings, which
are characteristic of flightless birds. Yagol-T said that the chicks’ mother had been killed in a hunt and that the chicks
were highly valuable as status symbols, or as meat, or payment of bride-price. One small adult cassowary could be
worth 500 kina, roughly £375, while the larger lowland species could fetch 1,000 kina. The highland cassowaries
were smaller, growing only 4 feet (1½m) tall, and were vicious.
When a cassowary was slaughtered nothing was wasted. The meat was eaten, the feathers used for human
decorations, the wing-spines became nose-quills and the thigh-bones were made into daggers. Not having developed
an iron age, tools were usually made of bone, hardwoods and stone.
That night, as we sat around the fire discussing the river, Yagol-T urged me not to attempt swimming while it
was in full flood but to wait a day or two for the level to drop. However, he acknowledged that it was equally
possible that the rain upriver would continue and the water level would rise.
*
The first thing I did the next day was to go down to the river and check the water level, but it was still too high
to attempt a crossing and I went back to the village feeling despondent and a little edgy—the waiting was almost
worse than the prospect of the crossing.
Fortunately, I had some distraction in the form of a steady stream of visitors who came to exchange
greetings and news, or just to look at me. Their attention didn’t worry me for unlike the Indonesians, they
didn’t crowd me and they appeared honest. I felt confident that none of these people would try to steal from
me. It seemed that the deeper I travelled into the wilds the greater was the people’s honesty and integrity, and
it was less likely I would be threatened in any way by people. Also it occurred to me that perhaps their
“primitive” moral values were more civilised than in “civilization”.
My visitors appeared to come from mixed stock, some had dark brown skin, some light brown, and others
had ginger-coloured skin and ginger frizzy hair. The ginger colour didn’t look like pigment deficiency so may
have been genetic, which seemed reasonable since Papua New Guinea contains at least 700 different tribes,
who come from Melanesian stock mixed with some Micronesians, Polynesians, Negritos, Malays and
Aboriginals. The tribes, or clans as they are called throughout the high lands, are each made up of 50-100 men
(who share their territory and a common male ancestor), but in the more populated eastern highlands the
numbers in a clan could swell to several thousand.
Around me the children were pot-bellied with malnutrition and worms, and many people had a skin
disease called grilli, which is actually a ringworm infestation that causes the skin to peel over most of the
body. It is itchy, contagious and almost incurable. Malnutrition was common because of their poor and
unbalanced diet of kaukau, and the lack of regular meat or fish to eat.
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Everyone had something to say about why I shouldn’t try to swim the river. I went down to its banks
several times more to check the water level, but each time it was too high, though it was difficult to tell
with all the surging and splashing. Meanwhile, I learned that the normal method of swimming across was
to use a float of logs, which was held with both hands while swimming with your legs. Without a log float,
I was told, I would be swept away by the current into the gorges.
To help pass the time, I made a miniature model of a float and mentally prepared myself to cross the river.
The idea terrified me, and I could see that I would be lucky to get safely across. But I didn’t believe in going
back or in giving up before trying. It wasn’t a question of refusing a challenge—the concept of challenge
didn’t mean much to me—it was just that here, travelling in this remote country, certain things had to be done
just as part of daily life. They may seem extraordinary now, but in their context they weren’t.
As the day progressed, the weather worsened and storm clouds built up overhead. I hoped that the rain
wouldn’t fall upriver and put off my crossing for yet one more day.
Yagol-T noticed my impatience to cross the river, and during the evening he called his flock to a church
service to invoke God’s aid for my crossing. The church was a bamboo lattice work hut built on a hilltop
overlooking the vast jungle. I stood among a congregation of people wearing necklaces of teeth, and hairy
head-dresses decorated with leaves and feathers. They sang a lovely hymn in pidgin, the chorus of which was
laik im yu, laik im mi, o god yu bigfela, and into the offertory bowl they put maize cobs, bananas and sticks of
sugar cane.
Yagol-T led them in prayers, asking for dry weather in the headwaters and for strength in my swimming,
calling for help also from the spirits of three men who had previously drowned there. Then he asked me to say
a prayer in English. There was no need to be inhibited so I spoke to their God, asking him to bless them for their
kindness.
*
Early the next morning I ran down to check the river, but it was no less violent than the day before and my
spirits began to sink. While I was waiting to see if its level was rising or falling, four Hewa men appeared
who, it transpired, also wanted to swim the river. They agreed that it was too swollen to attempt for the time
being, and they began to make their one-man floats. Chop ping down a few smallish trees and cutting them
into metre-length logs, they bound three of them together with vines to make each float. They made an extra
one for me and said that I could cross with them.
I was just turning to go back to Yagol-T’s hut when the Hewas changed their minds and announced that they
weren’t going to wait after all and that they would cross now. I replied that I was ready.
The Hewas had also offered to guide me for a couple of days after the river, so I paid Kom and Arak off and
thanked them for their help. We collected my backpack, wrapped it in my plastic rain-sheet and roped it onto a big
float. The only thought in my mind was that if the Hewas were willing to let me attempt the swim then it must be
possible.
The first to try crossing were three of the men with my backpack. I watched nervously as they dragged
their floats down the sand into the waves, slipped their wrists through loops of vines tied to each float, took
firm hold of the logs and launched themselves forward into the churning current. Swimming hard, they
shrieked their traditional yelping battlecry, which grew fainter as the roaring water carried them down the
river. The water surged over rocks in huge angry waves, and as they met the rapids one float broke apart. We
watched horrified as the man was swept away, catching glimpses of him on distant wavecrests as he struggled
to gain hold of one log. Finally we saw he had caught the log and was floating safely back to shore.
Then it was my turn. Kom and Arak positioned my float alongside that of the strongest man and they held
it steady, pointing it at a slight angle upstream. I slipped my wrists through the loops of vine and called my
last goodbye to Yagol-T, Tocas and friends at Sisimin. Cold, calm terror gripped my stomach, far colder than
the icy mountain water around my legs.
We pushed the floats forward and set off. Yelpings of encouragement were ringing in my ears as I began to
swim for my life. The far bank was a blur of green beyond a tossing muddy brown river. I kicked my way
along with desperate determination. Water was roaring in my ears, and my knuckles were white with the effort
of gripping the float.
Despite my kicking, I was being swept mercilessly downstream and knew myself to be powerless against
the river’s force. My muscles ached, but I couldn’t slacken. The man with the float be side me was still yelping
encouragement. When we were nearing the centre of the river, my terror began to turn into a different feeling: a
wild sense of exhilaration. Waves were washing over us and we were dragged into heaving rapids; I saw the
water meet the sky at every angle, yet it never closed over me.
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The opposite bank loomed slowly larger, but when I fixed my eyes on a point it vanished upriver and again
I realised how fast I was being swept downriver. Briefly it flashed through my mind that the gorges must be
close, and I swam with every last ounce of strength.
Closing in on the bank the current was less turbulent, and I dragged myself to the shore. I sat and trembled
with fatigue, too tired to feel elated by success.
The Hewa who had failed to get across made a second attempt which was successful, and he joined us on
the bank. Meanwhile the other two emerged safely from upstream carrying my back pack. It was fairly dry and
I was pleased to find that my camera inside it was also dry.
*
All too soon the men indicated that we should move on. My legs felt too weak to walk, but somehow I
managed to pull myself up from the ground and stumble forward, although I would have liked to have rested
longer.
There wasn’t any path from the river, so we had to scramble bent double through the forest undergrowth until
we reached some rocky land sloping steeply uphill and we could stand upright again. I was so tired that my feet
didn’t feel the sharpness of the ground. The Hewas were sure-footed and moved at almost a jog-trot, occasionally
stopping to examine animal tracks for signs of freshness.
The forest became lower and spikier again, interspersed with patches of open grassland before rising steeply
to a series of muddy ravines which had to be crossed on thin fallen tree trunks. My companions were surprised
when they saw that I could walk along the trunks—they obviously hadn’t expected me to manage them and
didn’t know I had already been initiated.
At one mud patch someone spotted the fresh prints of a casso wary, so we all stopped and started searching
for its trail. Our path seemed forgotten as the men fanned out through the forest, pausing only to check the
undergrowth for signs of newly-broken twigs, or fluff and feathers caught on the spiky shrubs. We crept along
stealthily; the forest was dim and silent, its thick leafy canopy muffling all sound from outside and making even
the snapping of a twig seem loud. When I stepped on a thorn and had to stop to dig it out, I asked the Hewa
who stayed with me why cassowaries were considered dangerous, when they were only birds.
He explained in pantomime that cassowaries, being flightless birds, had very strong legs and their feet were
tipped by a powerful fighting claw. When a cassowary attacked, he struck with the full force of his claw and leg;
it was enough to rip open a man’s belly.
Suddenly he motioned silence and gestured to a biggish black bird he had spotted in a nearby tree. He
selected an arrow and taking steady aim, he fired. The arrow flashed out and a second later I heard the bird fall
to the ground and my companion lunging towards it. When he found the bird he quickly finished it off and
brought it back to me. It was a black hornbill with long jet-black feathers and a crest on its head. We were still
examining it when there was another crashing in the undergrowth, followed by shouts and expressions of
dismay: the other men had lost their prey.
We re-grouped, and discussed the black hornbill. In their opinion, where there was one of these birds,
another would soon be found. So they began to hunt for its mate; their eyes darting through the branches, their
hands gripping bows and arrows, their whole bodies alert. I felt slightly sorry for the mate, but for these people
it wasn’t a matter of sport, meat was scarce and an important addition to their diet.
The hissing of an arrow and an excited shout marked the end of the second bird, and my troupe returned
triumphant to their original southerly route.
Twilight came early, which is usually 6 p.m. in places that lie near the equator, and the twilight turned
quickly to darkness. Our pace was still fast and I was finding it more and more diffi cult to keep up; I was
exhausted. Without light I couldn’t see where in the rocks and mud to put my feet, let alone see where the
leaders had gone, and I relied on my Hewa friend to guide and urge me forward. Twice I slipped and fell,
but fortunately without hurting myself. Now lagging far behind the leaders, my body aching with tiredness,
I could hardly find the strength to keep walking. The effort of just putting one foot in front of the other
took all my will power. But I knew that we would arrive somewhere if I kept going.
Beyond the pitch blackness I noticed a glow of light, it was a man carrying a smouldering bush-lamp. He had
come to greet us and take us to his family hut nearby. …
151.131 Kaa Aisa\fn{by Binta Mustapha (1952-1989)} Maiduguri, Borono State, Nigeria (F) 1
She was ninety years old. She lived in a room full of old tins and rusted dishes: one goat skin mat and a
tattered pillow lay on the filthy floor. There were cockroaches everywhere and an ugly permeating stench. The
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clothes she wore were rarely washed and her room was only cleaned occasionally—when her half sister, Karewa,
came to visit and give her a bath but not often enough to reduce the smell. Perhaps Kaa Aisa did not care
anymore, or she simply did not have the energy for such tasks.
What little energy she had left she used to care for her cat, which she called ‘Miss Ngam Fatu’. The cat was her
sole comfort. It gave her the love and devotion she needed. “Ngam Fatu!” she would simply call whenever she
had a piece of meat or fish for the cat. Ngam Fatu always came running at the sound of Kaa Aisa’s voice and
waited obediently by her side, waiting for any titbit and the gentle stokes from the old woman’s hand.
She remembered when she was the wife of the village head and was loved and respected by all. Yes, then her
husband would always consult her before taking any important decision. Unfortunately, Kaa Aisa’s husband had
passed away many years ago, and since then, she had had to work hard and support herself and her only son,
Aisami, on her meagre earnings. She was too proud to ask her relatives for help.
Then her son had been killed at the age of fifty-nine. He was brutally slaughtered in front of her by some
disguised men. Shortly afterwards Kaa Aisa had a mental breakdown and was unable to remember even her own
name. Blind with grief, she wandered along the streets for several months and became thin and haggard, refusing
all assistance. It was with great difficulty that the relatives of her late husband were finally able to keep her at
home. And it took a long time and a great deal of patience before her mind cleared.
Now, once again she lived all alone, hardly able to walk, enfeebled and so lame she could barely crawl to the
front of her room to sit on her goat skin mat. Sometimes a passerby would throw a coin into the small calabash
she put in front of her door. Occasionally a neighbour would take pity and send her food or nguskwuna cakes, or
the hard remnants at the bottom of the pot after the actual food had been removed.
Karewa had come today to see Kaa Aisa and clean her room. Kaa Aisa watched Karewa work; she moved
swiftly about the room sweeping all the dust and dirt into a small heap. As she watched Karewa, she vividly
recollected what had happened to Karewa’s father, Kaa Aisa’s stepfather.
A long time ago when Kaa Aisa was a young girl, her stepfather, who had just married her mother after her
own father’s death, had come back from the farm early feeling very tired. He was exhausted and by evening,
started panting as if he had been running. Beads of sweat started forming on his forehead and he asked for water
in an almost inaudible voice. Kaa Aisa’s mother ran to fetch cool water from the pot placed under a young
pawpaw tree. But before she returned, Karewa’s father had passed out. His eyes were closed and his breathing
was very laboured. Sweat ran down his body in rivulets. Then, he stopped breathing and lay still.
Kaa Aisa’s mother raised an alarm and people came running. Soon the whole house was full. They turned him,
shook him, and tapped him on the back, but there was no response. Someone suggested he should be fanned; that
too did not result in any improvement.
Soon the whole neighbourhood learnt of his death. The body was taken to the backyard of the house and
purification rituals were performed. The body was washed and wrapped in white cloth and placed in a ngaura, a
wooden stretcher specially kept for that purpose. The body was prayed over and conveyed to the graveyard. They
dug the grave and placed the body carefully inside; they were just about to put sand over him, when a loud sneeze
came from the grave!
Shocked, the mourners took to their heels. However, after running a reasonable distance a few took courage
and returned to the grave. Realizing that he was still alive they brought Kaa Aisa’s husband out.
He slowly recovered, but needed some assistance to walk home, because he was very weak from the ritual
cleansing. A few years later, Karewa was born.
*
Those thoughts and others crossed Kaa Aisa’s mind as she watched Karewa clean her room and fetch water for
her.
“May Allah bless you” was all the old one was able to utter. She thanked God for his special mercies.
“Such is life: Such is the world, Allah Karim,” Kaa Aisa often thought out loud, and her eyes filled with a pool
of tears. While death is a drama, a one-time crisis, old age is a prolonged confrontation with one’s life.
Memories of the distant past, was all Kaa Aisa had now. She had neither influence over anything now nor a
companion, except for her cat. The thought sent a sharp pain of despair into the marrow of her bones. Indeed it
was these thoughts that were slowly eating her away.
Karewa finished her work, she bathed her half-sister and put her in a clean dress and promised to return as
soon as she could.
As a young girl, Kaa Aisa remembered how old people were treated with great respect and were considered an
inspiration and an example. The young ones would kneel before their aged elders and pray “to eat as much food
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as they did”. Then the elders would place their hands on the heads of the young people—blessing them. Kaa Aisa
considered herself fortunate in that regard. She had lived long and had eaten '”as much food.”
Unfortunately for many, old age is a tragedy; a period of quiet despair and muted rage. This can be a
consequence of the kind of life a person has led. Old age and death are inevitable, however, the process is made
bitter because of poverty. Poverty and old age often go hand in hand. Some people may enjoy life when they are
young, but in the end, due to some unavoidable misfortune, are pushed into suffering. Thus, it was that Kaa Aisa
also found herself a victim of misfortune. If she had not been a devout Muslim maybe she would have taken her
own life instead of awaiting the natural course.
Kaa Aisa thought of the kind of life she would meet in the world beyond and smiled to herself. It certainly
must be better than this meagre existence. She longed to be reunited with her husband and son. She had missed
them both for such a long time.
The faithful cat sneaked in and sat near the old woman. Kaa Aisa fixed her gaze on the faithful companion. Her
body started quivering and her breathing became faint and laboured. Then her head fell on the tattered pillow and
a spasm held her. Her eyes turned white and then closed. Ngam Fatu meowed, but no one was there to hear her.
254.209 Excerpt from A Mouth Sweeter Than Salt: An African Memoir\fn{by Toyin Falola (1953- )} Ibadan, Oyo
State, Nigeria (M) 9
1
I know when I was born; I mean to say that there are some people who know when I was born: the day, month,
and even year. It is not that people who were born before me did not know all these pieces of information about
themselves, and it is also not that those who were born after me know more or less about when they were born.
But what we know does differ, as different generations of Africans tend to reckon and calculate time in different
ways. My mother and father knew when they were born, but the answers they would have given about their own
birth would not be the same, and these would be different from the answer they woud give about mine. No one’s
reckoning is superior or more utilitarian than anyone else’s, only the passage of time invests different meanings to
each one. Time and season may go together, not always as friends or companions, nor always working together;
indeed, they can work against each other, and I have known of cases in which a season can kill time or time can
survive the season.
If the information that my mother was born before the brother of her first cousin is not enough knowledge for the
curious mind, then you have to travel to my cousin's compound and look for his brother. Talking to my mother would be a
waste of time, as this is what she knew, what she could tell you, no more, no less. And, for reasons best known to you, it
was important to know my mother’s birth date, and you followed the instructions to the letter by looking for her cousin’s
compound. You were lucky to find him on his recliner, and after exchanging the normal greetings—long, ritualistic, tedious,
and time consuming—you eventually reached the object of your visit.
“When were you born, sir?” you asked, expecting a short and quick answer.
Before an answer could come, many looked at you in wonder, amazed as to the kind of question you were posing.
Although you are not a stranger, who is not allowed to pose such a question, as an insider you are certainly displaying bad
manners. The answer you seek might even be intended for evil, some may say, as to know the precise time may be to
manipulate the symbol of hour and day to destroy, to connect one’s evil eye with the season of birth. But no one will accuse
you of evil, as this is rather extreme. Thus, they begin to peel the onion from the outermost edges.
How old are you yourself?
Better not to think too much before answering, as someone would accuse you of misinformation. Or, if it took
you such a long time to answer, it should take my mother’s first cousin and his brother days to respond to your
original question. Why should a question be used to answer a question? It should, as it may be the best way to arrive
at the right answer, at the right time. Then you answered.
February 18, 1942.
And from the audience came a yell: “Alakowe, oniyeye” which you correctly translated in your mind as “the
educated man is a clown.” But you are not a comedian, so why have you been turned into one, and why is your
education, the great investment in Western education, being ridiculed as a comedy? Well, you were spared from
speaking, as another person in the audience stepped forward.
Congratulations! I said congratulations, Mr. Alakowe. Fenmbuary eeeeteeni, nineteeen fortisomuteen.
Congratulations. We know those who sent you to school, and those who sent you to school cannot ask us when we
are born …
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Your goal was not to fight, and you immediately apologized and begged to leave. As you turned back, to take
the first steps to leave, someone asked you to stop.
When you are not a radio, when you talk, you expect a reply. Or are you a radio who only talks to itself? The person
you asked for his age is yet to reply, and you are leaving. If the question is not important to you, why did you leave
your house and duties to come all the way here? It is true that you educated people are never serious. Okay, may I even
know why you want to know? …
Now you asked yourself whether you were in yet more trouble or whether there was a solution to your trouble.
Thank-you, Baba, it is just because I want to know when Toyin’s mom was born and she directed me to the brother
of her cousin, who was born after her.
Luck was now traveling your way, as the quiet old woman listening to the conversation was able to come to your
assistance, blaming everybody for the confusion over such a small issue. She witnessed the birth of both Toyin’s mom
and the brother of her first cousin. She asserted that she was older than both Toyin’s mom and the brother of her
cousin and that this should be enough for you. To the wise, half a sentence becomes whole, a split word becomes one;
only the fool requires assistance with complete sentences, with full words, even with the interpretation of sentences
and the meanings of words. The wise do not carry a dictionary about.
At least you know that I am older than the two of them, now that you know that they are younger than me. If
they are not as old as me, then, you know their age. Don’t you?
She was not mocking you; she was absolutely sincere. She was not joking; she meant that she had given you an
idea of time. Time can be an idea, a concept. Time can be measured by comparing people, relating one event to
another. Like logs of wood placed on top of one another, time can be determined by the placement of one log in
relation to the other. My mother knew when she was born—she was even definite that it was before the brother of
her first cousin. Why should this not be enough if she did not have to fill out paperwork, apply for passports and
visas to travel, collect welfare and insurance money? Her knowledge of when she was born was enough, indeed,
useful for her time and purpose in life.
But this is not enough for those with other purposes—scholars who need to understand society, planners who want
accurate census data to make their projections. And it may not have been enough for those who wanted to plan her
burial, who needed a date on the funeral program that mourners should know before they could reveal the full force of
their sympathy, the dying reality of their love, and the excuse for drunkenness and food stuffing that would follow. For
the mourners, what they needed to see on the funeral program was simple:
“Mama was born over a hundred years ago.”
Since she aged enough to be proclaimed an ancestor, they could eat and drink and be merry after dropping the corpse
in the six-foot-deep hole. For the scholars, you have to give them more work to do, as the longer the number of their
footnotes the more respect they acquire:
“She was born when King Akindele was on the throne.”
This is easy for them, to figure out when King Akindele ascended the throne of his forefathers. If one of them got the
king list right and was able to determine Mama’s birth date with a small margin of error, various awards would come,
tenure and promotion would be assured, and citation upon citation would popularize the scholar’s name within their
own world, the tower made of ivory.
As for the planners, since they have been planning, society has been going backward. Their data are useless, and
even if they are useful they produce useless ends.
“Mama was born in 1900!”
You suddenly know the date, but you made it up so that the young man (you called him a small boy behind his
back) can scribble 1900 on his pad and leave your house as soon as he arrived. It is not as if the young man, a
representative of a government you do not believe in, actually believes in the job or data himself. Two people cannot
lose from a lie: if the person listening to a lie does not know, the narrator has already discovered himself! Should he
lose the piece of paper on which he scribbles Mama’s date of 1900, he need not think at all before changing it to 1914.
Who cares about the difference? Certainly not his boss, who will never read the reports or statistics. And, even if
someone cares, what is the difference between ’00 and ’14?
“Same difference,” as the young official says to himself.
*
My father’s situation is far different from my mother’s, and his is different from mine, but it is too early to talk about
mine. Be patient; your time is not about to run out; a wise person does not think of struggling for a bride until money
has been procured to buy a marital bed. Not only did my father know when he was born, he was always more than
happy to tell it, though not to write it down; to tell is to build a house, to see time as a narrative; to write is to see time
as a single moment. How, then, can we begin the process, to learn when my father was born?
“Ask him,” as my mother was said to have told a relation.
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“Is it polite to ask?”
The gentleman asked again and again before he could summon the courage to stop my father working on a new
suit, halfway done. He was a tailor, among the many things that he did; not just a tailor but an “English tailor.” To
remove English from the full description of his job would be to insult him. After all, he was not trained to make
Yoruba attire, which any of the illiterates in town could do, as his uncle used to boast about him with unmistakable
arrogance; but even if some of his jobs appeared simple, they were “English” enough to be complicated. The
gentleman had hardly finished asking the simple question about when my father, Adesina Falola, was born than an
answer came from him:
Me, when was I born?
Son of Agbo, the warrior
Agbo who hit the grass in anger and the grass burned to become a desert
Agbo who hit the rocks and the rocks broke to become sand
Agbo, the thunder that hits to kill
Agbo, the lightning that strikes to destroy
Me, Adesina!

As he chanted his praise name, the gentleman looked confused rather than impressed. My father did not even
notice the look on the man’s face, which might have drawn attention to his possible state of mind. Then he
stopped chanting and actually announced that many people had asked him when he was born and now was the
time to tell. The gentleman was happy, stood up, waiting to hear the date, say “thank-you, sir,” and leave for his
business. He was right and wrong: the date came, but he could not leave so soon.
I was rushed out of my mother’s womb by war songs, the last war songs that the Ibadan army sang over and
over again. Again unmindful of the impatience of his guest, he changed from chanting to singing.
Before he runs,
Before he stoops down,
Club him down.
Before he stoops down,
Before he prostrates to appeal,
Slap him twice.
Before he begs,
Before he weeps,
Shoot him dead.
Before he stoops down,
Before he appeals to the chiefs,
Execute him.

Then he stopped singing, laughing so loudly that his army of apprentices looked at him and quickly resumed
their jobs before he could ask them why they were looking at him. When he stopped laughing, he told the
gentleman,
“I was born on the day that the Ibadan people heard the last war song.”
Ever since, no such war songs had been repeated and no such occasion had come again. So strong was the
linkage that he was nicknamed “Akin omo arogun tadi mehin”—“The courageous man who sees a war and ducks.”
Not that he saw a war and ran, as the poem made clear, but only held back. And to hold back is to reflect, to think, to
pack the charms, to load the gun, and then charge like a horse. But he was not opportuned to show his courage, to
shoot, slap, and execute before the victim rushed for an appeal. The last war song was loud, so loud that the
pregnancy ended before the due date. It was not a miscarriage but a premature birth.
“And who does not remember the premature baby?” asked my dad.
He did not wait for an answer, giving a lecture on the conventional wisdom between a premature baby and an abiku
(the “one who is born to die,” the victim of sickle cell anemia who was not expected to live long). He was premature
not because of ill luck, but because of good luck, abundant good luck—to see the warriors, the friends and associates of
his own father, to see his father, the war general, to hear songs of courage, to see the weapons before they rusted, the
guns when they were still loaded, the sharp knives, the bows and arrows, and the horses, the great fighting force. He
was the child who was in a hurry to come to the world, too impatient to stay further in the womb; a son with the script
of life who had a lot of work to do and whose time was being wasted in the womb. He did not speak on the first day of
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his birth, as some “selected sons” had done before him to announce their glories to come, but he gave the sign of
greatness: as the warriors were singing their last song, the baby was smiling. The more they shouted and sang, the
more Adesina smiled in approval. Then, as the night fell, as the songs ended, he began to cry, not because he was
hungry or sad but because the celebration was over. He wanted more. He kept crying until the soldiers and the general
about to retire came to his mother’s room, picked up the baby, and chanted. As they chanted and sang, he slowly
stopped crying, he began to smile; he fell into a long sleep, his first sleep in life, and when he woke up, he was reborn
into an era of peace. Eight days later, as he received his Yoruba name of Adesina (the crown that creates the path to
success) he also received an English name, James.
Now about to return to continue with the suit he was making, he looked the gentleman in the face and asked,
“Who does not know when the premature baby was born?” The gentleman, now either tired or overwhelmed or
overpowered, was quick to answer:
“I know.”
But what does he know? Certainly not the date, the calendar day and month. My father had told him the accurate
moment, the great event that marked the day of his birth. He had told him the absolute truth, one that everybody in the
family had accepted and retold with varying emphasis.
I know this date, but he was not the one who told me, and I am absolutely certain that I was the first one in the world
to discover it. To discover in this case is actually used in its real sense of working hard and with luck being the first to
know something. My discovery is not like that of David Livingstone, who claimed to have discovered the Victoria Falls
when it was actually Africans who showed him the place, later named by his fellow citizens as one of the seven
wonders of the world. Neither was mine similar to that of the European explorer, Mungo Park, credited with having
discovered the River Niger in the nineteenth century, a river that Africans had used for centuries to travel and fish, and
one whose long banks had made many settlements flourish.
It was actually I who told others in the family the possible date: March 22, 1893. And when I told others, it was not
secondhand information, like the kind picked up by Arab writers who stationed themselves in North Africa and waited
for gossip and innuendoes to come across the Sahara Desert before they could write their pamphlets about the “bilad al
Sudan.” I told others what I had discovered, and cited myself as the source. How can a son cite himself as the source for
the birth date of his father? Simple: because unlike the father who was a tailor, the son abandoned the work of working
with hands and legs for that of history writing. If he could not invent suits, at least he could hunt for dates.
I knew the date, but not early enough to confirm it or tell my father. I knew the date when, as a graduate student in
the 1970s, I began to study the event that he described to the gentleman. Time can be measured and presented as an
event. People had been born in the year of famine, drought, hurricane, locust invasion, and other calamities. People had
given as the date of their birth moments of joy and happiness, as on the day of the visit of Queen Victoria to Nigeria. I
know of many people who were born on the day that Nigeria obtained its independence, which I could date to October
1, 1960, without having to share in the glory of any major discovery.
The essentials of my father’s story were actually accurate. The Yoruba ended their long century of warfare in 1893,
and Ibadan soldiers marched home. They did not lose their wars, but they did not win them either. They returned
jubilant, faking victory, singing so loudly, in words that everyone remembers to this day. How long they sang I do not
know. How loudly they sang, I cannot measure. Whether the song created joy or panic sufficiently to bring a baby to
life, I have no idea.
Strangers mediated in the wars and dispersed the Yoruba warriors. Rather than returning home with slaves,
livestock, women, and the lucrative booty of war, they returned home empty-handed, after many years of war. These
strangers from a foreign land, then and now called the British, decided to take Ibadan and others as their own war booty. In its
long history of successful wars, Ibadan would take war booty but leave something for the defeated. Now when it was the turn
of the British, they took everything, like the greedy and merciless thief who carried the victim’s chair and asked his victim to
carry the entire house and walk behind him.
“Impossible!” shouted the victim. “No one can carry a house!”
“Well, then,” shouted the thief, “we can burn it down!”
The British did not burn down Ibadan. They only imposed their first Resident, Captain Bower, in 1893.
This is the event, part of which I presented in my first book on the city-state of Ibadan. And the event can be used to
produce a date, which was how I arrived at March 1893 for the birth of my father. Can I be dead accurate? We need to wait a
little longer for you to see whether I am right or wrong. And it is for you to say, not for me to confirm, whether it actu ally
matters to be wrong or right in matters like this.
*
As to my own date of birth, too many authentic records date my beginning to the first day of January 1953. More than this,
they list the birth as having taken place in a hospital. Neither of my parents was born in a modern hospital, as probably none
existed in their time. Delivery in their time was through the traditional midwife, a semispecialist woman who responded to
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emergency situations, quickly abandoning her regular occupation. It was most certainly a woman’s job, as few men would
accept other men probing into the privacy of their wives, even if it involved bringing out a new child from a hidden corner that
professional boxers are not even allowed to hit. As modern medicine spread, men turned it into one of their main occupations,
pushing women to teaching and nursing. Fellow men relaxed with the doctors who looked like them, and they can now deliver
babies, mainly in less private hospital beds, and modern midwives can take care of them. By the mid-twentieth century, the
hospitals were still not many, but my city had a few. By then schoolchildren knew of Florence Nightingale, the heroine of
nursing. Mary Slessor had entered the elementary schoolbook as the pioneer medical worker in Nigeria who saved the lives of
many twins destined to play for a while in the jungle. Traditional medicine was not dead, but those who had the means and
education, like my father, were clever enough to combine both: I could be delivered in a hospital, but agbo, the multipurpose
herbal concoction, was waiting for me at home to cure hundreds of diseases.
It was not modern medicine that insisted on recording the date of my birth. This was not one of the duties of a doctor.
Hospitals only gave a piece of paper, a medical record indicating the place and date of birth for the baby’s parent to take to
the city council office for registration. The majority did not bother to collect the papers, and many who did actually threw
them away as worthless papers disturbing their pockets, giving them the temporary illusion that they were carrying some
paper currency to buy drinks to celebrate the birth of a new baby. It is indeed rare to find a Nigerian of my generation with
a birth certificate. Thus it would have been a privilege for me to have one.
Alas! I never did, and I had no such privilege. Apparently, no one considered a birth certificate important enough to
keep in a safe. There was no reason to. The schools did not request a birth certificate to enroll, trusting the date supplied by
the parents or merely inventing one. While the expectation was that one should be six years old to be in the first year of
elementary school, only the parents who opted for private schools could guarantee this. In the public schools, the
recruiting headmaster looked at the child to determine readiness. The hand must be long enough so that when stretched
across the head, it reached the ear. If it did not, then the child was not ready for school. Late developers or short people
were obviously at a disadvantage.
The real need for a birth certificate came after leaving school in order to start a job. For purposes of future retirement, a
copy was obviously required. At this point, whether one was born in a hospital with a recorded date or privately in the
traditional hands of the midwife did not matter. All could go to the city council or a public notary to swear an affidavit. The
affidavit was a legal document, with a statement by one’s parents or uncle giving the date of birth. I knew my date of birth
from other family sources, but I had to obtain an affidavit. In cases in which an affidavit was not accepted, a city council
could issue a new birth certificate for a few pennies.
Affidavits brought back my mother’s answer and my father’s narratives. Dates were arrived at by those stories, and the
public notary, after listening to a story or an event, could invent a date. Even with people like me, with birth dates that
were certain, affidavits connect the reality of documentation with the reality of memory. The new time can be connected
with the old, as many ignore new documentation to invent changing birth dates on the basis of oral testimonies.
While combing the archives for various records in the 1980s and 1990s and during a brief stint as an administrative
officer, the very first job that I had after leaving college in 1976, I must have come across over a thousand affidavits. Among
this number, I must have seen hundreds of cases of a single person with different birth dates and records. None was fake, and
there was no proof that the bearer was a crook. Many submitted the affidavits shortly before they rushed to the mosque for
the weekly midafternoon prayer, and many others did so early on Monday morning, hours after leaving church to offer
repentance in order to ask God for new favors. Many were just victims of stories and events that gave birth not to them but to
dates. The story of the uncle might differ from that of the cousin, so that two new dates were possible. The outbreak of a flu
epidemic could have been confused with that of a locust invasion so that dates had to be altered when the confusion was
cleared up. When my father died in 1953, church records put his age at fifty-seven. He died in 1953, the very year that I was
born. If his story was right, he should have died in 1950. Stories and events are not needed to confirm his death date: this is as
certain as his death, recorded by the clergymen of St. James Cathedral, the church he attended and where his last rites were
performed. He himself was baptized as James, but the church was named after the biblical James and not my father. The
inscription on the tomb confirmed the date, as did hundreds of oral testimonies. If he was born in 1893, he should have been
sixty in 1953. Perhaps the event that he narrated, which his historian son used to arrive at the date, was actually not correct.
But the event was correct, as there is solid evidence to confirm it. Where could the three missing years be?
The process that created the need for birth certificates also created the need to invent dates, to alter dates, to associate
events and stories with dates. Time and seasons were shifted and adjusted to accommodate dates and their documentation.
Most of the events that people used, as well as the seasons in which they occurred, were real. If they took place during the
nineteenth century, especially in the second half, there are actually documents to back them up or even to assign dates to
major events. We know when all the kings died, when the major battles were lost and won, and when the army finally
returned home. The events that gave birth to the dates could be a process, actually a long process, as in the case of the last war
that Ibadan fought, which took seventeen years. The birth date that the new society demanded was one specific day, a
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particular day when someone came to the world. The day happened to be during an event that was a process, like the last war
that Ibadan fought, a long window of seventeen years.
Seniority was valued in the older society when the events took place, and even long afterward. I knew not to
disrespect those older than me, even when they were not members of my household. Within the compound, within the
clan, within the village, everybody knew who was older, who died before whom, and who married after whom, all
without birth certificates. Memory served them, and it served them so well that only an insane person would attempt
to corrupt it.
By the time I was born, memory and money were becoming mixed. Memory and relevance were becoming altered.
The multiple affidavits were not being presented to members of the village, clan, or household to challenge seniority
and hierarchies, to become the elder with wisdom and responsibility. They were being presented to me, and others, as
representatives of the government, as officials of the state. They were demanded by the police, who wanted to hand
them over to the prison wardens, to the employers and recruiting officers, who wanted to give people jobs on the same
day that they were asked about their retirement. They were being presented to those who wanted to probe into the
numbers of their children and wives, cats and chickens. Those demanding the birth certificates were no different from
those presenting; the officers, too, had been asked some years earlier to produce their birth certificates. If the person did
not have one, the officer told him what to do, directing him to his own wife or friend who was a public notary with a
typewriter and a sample letter to copy. There is no difference between the man who steals and the person who watches
for him while he steals. Even if the officer knew that something was wrong with the birth certificate, he would
remember his own past and his own steps and perhaps muse in his mind that a tree does not disapprove of itself
because one of its branches is cut off.
The frog does not know that there are two worlds until it jumps into hot water. As Africans were being asked about
birth certificates, they were moving into a different world, one in which the purposes of season and time are not always
the same as their reality. My mother did not go to school, and no one needed to know when she was six years old. All
that the interested parties were probably watching were her two breasts, to see when they had grown sufficiently for the
parties to be thinking about her marriage. My father, who went to school, probably did not know that his age at the time
of death was important information to a cathedral no longer satisfied with the information that one died young or old.
The farmer in the nineteenth century stopped going to his farm when his eyes and knees gave way. In a new world, the
government has appointed a timekeeper to check ages and give notice when someone is due to retire, when he has to
renew some licenses, receive immunization, proceed on leave, or even die.
Those who asked for birth certificates have moved dates further away from season and time to money and
opportunities. They ask the legs to show their importance by telling a man to stand on his head. They turned one
single date into a commodity worth money and prestige. In 1981, shortly after I received my Ph.D., I got into the
biggest trouble in my career, at least up to that time, since the years ahead are longer than those behind. A senior
colleague had been elevated to the position of chairman (they added man, even when the occupant was a woman) of
my Department of History at the University of Ife, Ile-Ife in Nigeria, the same school where I had completed the
degree. So much was the chairman in love with me, and so sincere was he in boasting that I was the new star in the
department, that he gave me his old office.
He left a number of pieces of paper, some tagged to a board. Thrice I called his secretary to ask whether he had
moved all his valuables, thrice I was assured that he had. I even left him a note, to which he replied that what he did
not remove was worthless. Not that the pieces of paper were disturbing me, not that the various notices on the board
stopped me from functioning, but the Biblical Esu, mentioned below, asked me to collect all the papers and put them
in one box. I did. Esu gave me other instructions, which I followed:
“My son, take the box to the secretary and put it on his table.”
I did what Esu said. Impatient to rush to class to teach, I implemented Esu’s instruction in a hurry. I walked to the
secretary’s office, put the box on his table, apparently on top of some “important files” he was working on, and left.
I finished the class to find the secretary waiting for me, not in my office but at the door to the classroom. As my
students and I were trooping out, he was holding the box, not to give it to me but to throw it at me, to repay “an eye for
an eye” the rudeness he thought I had displayed about two hours before. Sweating, agitated, and angry, he shouted:
“You were a student here before; because you are now a lecturer, you think you can become swollen headed.
Who are you to put a useless box on my table? You better be careful, you rascal.”
I was lost for words. I could not apologize for what Esu had asked me to do. He shoved the box against my chest, and
I grabbed it with one and a half hands, as I needed the remaining half to hold my books and notes. I went to my office,
not knowing what to do, not knowing what to say. My mind never told me that I was wrong. The secretary was probably
right that I was swollen headed if I could not figure out my mistake. When a man thinks that he knows everything, his
mother may be the only woman he can marry.
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I put the box in a corner, went to the office to check my mail, and walked past the secretary without the mandatory
salutation. Because I did not greet him, he became even more furious and agitated. In a moment, you will discover for
yourself the basis of his anger. He abandoned his task, dashed to the office of the chairman just behind his desk, opened
the door without knocking, a sign of a great emergency resembling an earthquake, and complained that I had walked
past him without greeting him. He added a lie, that I had rolled my eyes at him, a sign of gross disrespect.
The chairman was angry. I am not one of the dead, who know about the friendship between corpses and the
cemetery, but I know about power and the friendship between the chairman and the secretary. As both were men, we
cannot accuse them of adultery. As the dean, rather than the chairman, controlled the bulk of the budget, I cannot
accuse them of corruption. The water need not be clean to extinguish a fire. The chairman took the side of his friend,
and the dirty water is ready to end the fire. Transitions can be swift, like droplets turning into rain, rain into a stream,
the stream into a river, and the river into a sea: the office has become a box, the box is now an insult, an insult has
become a fight.
The chairman gave me a long lecture about how my new office was a privilege, how he had told me that whatever
he left behind was useless, and how I nevertheless went ahead to use such useless pieces of paper to disturb an innocent
man doing his regular job, placing the box on the forms to prepare the budget, the most important forms, how I refused
to apologize to the secretary when he politely told me what I had done, how by not apologizing I had ridiculed him in
front of students who would now think that it was unnecessary to respect him.
This is just the first part of the list. Now comes the second part, bringing an even longer list of sins. By the time his
speech was over, carrying the box to the secretary’s table had earned me close to forty allegations. The Biblical Esu had
sent me on a mission of self-destruction. I remembered, while still standing before him, that one could never sell
trouble; it could only be bought. I had bought trouble from the Biblical Esu. Misfortune had now fallen on my wealth,
only sparing my health for the time being.
I had traveled on a path and come to a mountain. I was now about to sit down at the mountain’s feet and cry. I could
sob a little, get up, climb the mountain, and continue with the journey. The Yoruba Esu, whom you will meet later,
intervened. Within seconds, the Yoruba Esu began to give me instructions: prostrate yourself, apologize in Yoruba, say
that everything that had happened was because of the inexperience of youth, appeal to their older age and wisdom to
teach you how to grow, and say that they will never see the box again.
“As soon as I leave here, I will go and throw away the box.”
The apology was accepted, and the chairman himself asked me to throw away the box. I did.
The next day, at around five in the morning, there was a series of bangs on the door. Today in Nigeria, hearing
such bangs on his door, a householder would reach for his gun, ask his wife and children to get under the bed, and
panic in fear that armed robbers had descended upon his household. There were armed robbers, many already
famous by then, but not at Ile-Ife where there was not much cash to take. The number of bangs was many, too
many to count, but enough to wake me up. I opened the door. It was the chairman.
“Where is the box?”
He asked without the courtesy of salutation or apologizing for coming to the house so early. He was not a man
anyone could honestly accuse of rudeness. It would not have been convenient for him to wake up that early, skipping
his daily Bible reading and prayer with his family. I was not thinking when I said that the box was in my office. He
was happy, thanked me, promised to pick it up two hours later when the offices opened for business. As he was about
to enter his car, I beckoned to him to stop, then told him that I had thrown away the box. His face changed, his eyes
turned red.
“You threw away my birth certificate and affidavits of birth? You must be joking.”
He drove off in a fury, speeding well beyond any normal speed limit, and this for a man who was noted for driving so
slowly that people habitually joked that flies could land on his tires and play while he drove. I went back inside and put on
the first shirt and trousers that I laid my hands on. I drove to the office. Now I was thinking, praying, that I could recover
the box before it was removed by the cleaners.
Trash was usually left in the office. The cleaners, mainly poor women without education, came very early in the
morning to do their work. They were always at work, not that they were always thorough with the work, only that they
were there during the hours when the contractors ordered them to report for duty. They could be fired at will if they did
not show up on time, in rain or sun. Even though there was no transport to bring them from their faraway homes to the
secluded campus in the jungle, they would trek miles upon miles just to show up for work.
Underpaid by contractors, they saw the trash as made up of valuables to augment their income. They spent a
considerable amount oftime going through the trash, picking out bottles and cans that they could sell to small traders
outside of the campus. The bottles were always in short supply, needed to hold palm oil, kerosene, medicine, water, and
all forms of liquid. The cans were useful, as they could be melted or reshaped into bracelets, earrings, necklaces, or toys
for children to play with. As to the papers, especially the newspapers, they were not to be wasted, but were sold to
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hawkers of peanuts and roasted corn and other edibles to use as wrapping paper. By the time the cleaner inspected the
trash can, there might be nothing left to trash. One person’s garbage was another’s golden valuable.
The box was gone! I had not had time to think of my next move when I saw the chairman, carrying the master keys.
For the first time in two days, we agreed on one thing: to come early to my office to rescue the box. I did not have to
tell him that the box was gone. He could see my face; his eyes were sharp enough: the blindness that afflicted him came
much later in his life and long after this incident.
For the first time in forty-eight hours, we began to think alike: we needed to look for the cleaners. We moved from
one office to another, covering three extensive buildings. We saw many cleaners, but not the woman we wanted. Each
cleaner referred us to the next; each said that she had just seen her some two seconds before. Not knowing whether we
were agents of the contractors, the university, or the government who could take jobs away from them in the twinkling
of an eye, all the cleaners said something to cover their colleague. I never knew they had a guild. I never knew they had
camaraderie. If anyone came looking for me, knowing well that I was probably in trouble, my colleagues would betray
me rather quickly, even if that gave my enemies more evidence with which to destroy me. I was impressed. Poor
people can be so helpful, so loyal to each other. Our cleaner could not be found.
The chairman was now impatient; but he was wise enough to realize that impatience alone could not ignite a fire.
He was rambling on about the meetings he had to attend hours later and how busy his schedule was that day. I was
quiet, dead quiet. He was rambling on about the documents. He was no longer referring to a box. Staff and teachers
were arriving, one at a time; the crowd would come after 8:00 A.M. They greeted us and asked what we were doing,
what had brought us together. He was older, and custom allowed him to answer while I could only greet. His answer
was devastating.
“Dr. Falola threw my documents away.” As he said it, he would look away from me.
“Toyin threw my entire life’s documents away.”
Sympathy began to pour, and people began to mourn the loss of the documents. News spread. By noon, whoever said
that he had not heard that I had thrown away the chairman’s insurance papers, drivers’ license, medical records, M.A. and
Ph.D. certificates must be telling a lie. I became a bad man: the Biblical Esu had achieved the great mission.
The cleaner appeared from nowhere, and she was even the first to say that she had heard we were looking for her,
speaking in the most polite language, with a demeanor that reflected her lower social status. The chairman asked for the
trash in my office.
“I kan not knew the dustkbin for each okfice. I miksed dustkbin togeda.”
Another puzzle. She had just said that there was no way for her to distinguish the collections from one office to
another. She was right, as she carried a big bag along as she moved from one office to another, putting the contents of a
smaller dustbin into her bigger bag. The chairman could be angry at me but not at her. He changed his style, deliberately
speaking in a lower voice, cautiously, more slowly.
“Madam, you need to help me. I am looking for my valuables.”
The woman moved back three steps and in a raised voice said that she was not a thief. She had misread the loss of
valuables as an accusation of theft.
“No, no, no. I am not saying that you stole something. Dr. Falola put my documents in the dustbin. I just want them
back,” the chairman said, again in a rather calm manner, as if appealing to someone superior to him.
“Won ti ko won lo gboro sir,” she said in Yoruba, saying authoritatively that the trash had been taken off campus.
We all knew what this meant. Petty traders had bought the papers from her. Looking for petty traders is like looking for
a needle in the sea. The chairman’s papers had gone, they had become valuables to wrap peanuts. If Ph.D. certificate was
included, as he told those ready to listen, it would have been made out of cardboard, useful to convert into a fan to blow
away hot air. His letters of employment, if they were in the box as he said, could be made into kites by kids who would try
in vain to make light papers fly into the sky.
The birth certificates were gone, the affidavits were gone, all forever.
The bitterness began. As his story unfolded, he garnered more sympathy. As the story passed from one mouth to another,
it was finally settled that I knew the contents of the box and had deliberately thrown them away to ruin the chairman, his
exalted office, and his lifelong privileges. One person even told me that the box contained the handwritten draft of the
chairman’s inaugural lecture, the distillation of ideas to inaugurate the latest chair in African history. The prevailing climate at
the time gave the rumor the wings to travel and a large capacity for authenticity.
The federal government, in an act of magnanimity and to find avenues to spend oil money, had made a law that
allowed civil servants and university teachers to merge all the years they had worked, to add them up to arrive at a
generous pension. The longer the years the bigger the pension, and many were beginning to dream of a glorious world
in retirement. Many began to look for papers of previous employment, with some saying that they had started to work at
the age of six, at a barber’s shop, the barber that cut the white man’s hair during the colonial period. If they wanted to
work longer, they could age more, changing their dates of birth, all in order to collect more retirement money. The
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chairman had one age for his wife, another one for the school, and a different one for the baptismal record, and he
probably invented yet another to benefit from what was being called the “merger of service.”
When he said that he did not need the box, when he asked me to throw away the box, he forgot that it contained his
important documents. Perhaps he was hiding them away from his wife, a woman much younger than he. By the time he
remembered, it was too late. I had lost what he needed to make money: I had thrown away his birth records, real and fake. I
had thrown away the pieces of paper he had collected from previous employers to show that he had worked for them. I was
responsible for his misery, the loss of fortune.
Ten years later, the same government made a law that whosoever had worked for thirty years must retire. People fell into
another round of misery and shame. A professor who had worked for thirty years and more complained that he was
being asked to go in his early fifties or late forties, when he still had a lot to contribute to society. Could they have obtained
their Ph.D.s at the age of ten? Of those in the first and second generations who went to school, a large number started
elementary school when they were well over ten years of age. By the time many of them completed their education, they
had to reduce their ages in order to work long enough to enjoy pension plans. No one could determine their real ages.
Within a decade, two conflicting government policies had necessitated changing ages and birth papers.
On the day the box was thrown away, my only son, Dolapo, was born. I do not need a birth certificate for him. He was
born on the day that his father threw away the documents of his chairman. You can use the event to determine his real age. I
have given you the clues. Perhaps one day I will seek help to learn the date on which I threw away the box, and I expect
sympathy from you. If my son protests, asking for his birth certificate, criticizing me for my carelessness for not keeping
the one his mother obtained on the day of his birth, I will stay calm, musing to myself that when a lion becomes old he is a
toy for little flies. …
76.237 The Housegirl\fn{by Okey Chigbo (1955-

)}

Enugu, Enugu State, Nigeria (M) 6

Look, I don’t want what I am going to tell you repeated anywhere. The last time I told anyone anything, that
terrible gossip Nkechi Obiago got to hear it through God knows who, and now the whole world knows my life
history. First of all, did I tell you that Madam has returned from Lagos?\fn{ Capital of Nigeria.} You should see the
things she brought back. Chineke! Lagos na so so enjoyment! All kinds of beautiful trinkets that shone as if the
sun and moon had come down to adorn Madam’s portmanteau; all kinds of dazzling things from that wonderful
heaven on earth where everyone wears the latest fashions and discards them in a week. She gave Obiageli a
beautiful gown with enough wonderful colors to shame all the pretty flowers in our village of Aniugwu. Obiageli
was ordered to give one of her old gowns to that witch Selina.
*
As usual, there was nothing for me. You know how it goes. Selina gets everything just because she is from
madam’s hometown. My seniority as number one housegirl does not mean anything to Madam. The world knows
how competent I am in cooking: Master is often asking for my delicious egusi soup, but does Madam care? The
world knows how well I do the household chores, but does Madame care? Have you ever seen Selina sweep a
room? It is as if her mother never taught her anything. I sometimes ask her who she is leaving the dust in the
corners for. But that is another story.
*
Anyhow, you remember when madam’s son Callistus returned? It was about three months ago, I think. He was
doing poorly in school at Enugu, so Master either pulled him out, or he got expelled for failing his exams. It is not
that he does not have a head for books; it is just that he is such a wild boy, he never reads. Did you know he was
running about with a harlot woman instead of reading his books? This harlot woman was also Chief M. A.
Nwachukwu’s girlfriend, the very same chief who fired a double-barreled shotgun at a man he caught leaving his
fifth wife’s bedroom. You know the very chief I am talking about. Cally is lucky he did not get caught by Chief
Nwachukwu. Obiageli says Cally must have been giving the harlot woman money because he was always broke.
What a silly boy, eh? Can you imagine us 16-year-old housegirls giving our little wages to boys? Ha! We will
make them give us money first.
*
Oby-girl says that he used to write Madam every week begging for money, telling all kinds of lies about new
school uniforms and new books. She would send it because he is her favorite son. She is also making a lot of
money as an Army contractor, but when I ask about my pay, she either ignores me or tries to bite my head off. Oh
hard cruel world! Just because I ask for what is mine, she snaps at me. Do you know that since my father died, she
has not paid me a penny? Oh hard cruel world! I have no one to defend my interests. Don’t mind me, please. I will
continue with the story as soon as I have wiped my tears.
*
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Cally stayed home while his father decided what to do with him. I used to listen to him boast about the harlot
woman when his friends came visiting. I would pretend to sweep the room next to his, and you know me, I would
open my ears wide. You can trust me in these matters. If there is anything worth hearing in that house, I will hear
it. The things those boys used to talk about. Chineke! Those boys are more rotten than overripe fruit with maggots
in it.
*
One morning I found him sitting at the dining table resting his elbows on the table, and carrying his face in his
palms. He looked like he alone had been given the task of shouldering all the world’s troubles. When I asked what
was wrong he did not reply. He just rose and walked way. I did not think too much about it, but went on to
complete my morning duties by sweeping his room. Well, who did I find there but the headmistress of witches
herself, Selina Okorie, doing the job. Or rather, she had stopped work by his table and was looking at something
on it. I have to tell you that ever since Cally returned from Enugu, she had been trying to get into his good graces,
running all kinds of errands for him, arranging his room for him whenever he messed it up, and always hanging
around him to ask in her sweetest voice, “Cally, is there anything you want? Can I wash your clothes? Can I
prepare some ugba for you?” that kind of behavior might have bothered some people, but it did not bother me
because I am too big to be bothered by such things. But I am not surprised that Cally took no notice of her
because her protruding teeth—which make her look like Agaba the dread spirit mask—are enough to frighten the
stoutest heart.
*
I stood for some time at Cally’s door, watching her, and she seemed to be reading something on the table. After
a while I could not stand it any longer, and went in.
“SELINA OKORIE!” I shouted, and she leaped up in consternation, grabbed her broom and started to sweep
rapidly. She slowed down when she saw me, then stopped. What are you looking at on that table?” I continued. “I
will tell Callistus. Thief! Idiot of no consequences!” As you can see, I am very good at insulting people in
English. I did not complete elementary five for nothing.
*
“Your mother , idiot of no consequences,” she replied coolly. I tell you that girl can do things to drive someone
mad. The blood immediately rushed to my head.
“What!” I cried. “What did my mother do to you that you should bring her into this?”
“You insulted me first.”
“Yes, but I did not insult your mother.”
“Well, a light tap often buys a big slap.”
“You will get an even bigger slap from me then,” I shouted and flew at her.
*
Her chi must have been very alert that day, because she slipped through my grasp before I could box her ears
shut, and escaped into the yard. I made sure that she was gone, then returned to complete the sweeping. As God is
my witness, I did not intend to read what was lying on Cally’s table. God knows I am not a sinful person, but if a
letter is left carelessly open on a table, what is to prevent the devil from pushing an innocent girl like me in its
direction? Of course, I first wrestled strenuously with the devil who clearly wanted me to read the letter, but you
know how it goes.
I started to read the letter.
*
It was from his harlot woman in Enugu. She called him her “dearest darling.” Ha! I am sure she has twenty
other dearest darlings. The letter said that she was getting married to Chief M. A. Nwachukwu. Chineke! Money!
Some people love it O! How can any woman leave a beautiful young boy like Cally for an old man like Chief M.
A. Nwachukwu whose thing does not stand up any more? It’s true! That’s what Oby-girl said. And Oby should
know, she has seen many … no, I did not say anything, I do no want to get into trouble. I am not like that terrible
gossip Nkechi Obiago, who is full of more news than a radio.
*
Anyway, the harlot woman’s letter said that she did not want Cally to see or contact her again “in everyone’s
best interest.” Oho-o! I thought when I read it. So that is why he was so unhappy today. But it is good, I thought.
It is not right for them to be together. Some women of nowadays, they have no shame. How can a 25-year-old
agaracha be going with a 17-year-old boy, and be taking all his money? It is not right.
*
Later I passed him as he headed for his room and said, “I know your entire history, your intimate and deepest
secrets.”
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“What do you mean?” he asked, looking at me suspiciously.
“Just be aware that I know everything about you,” I said. He frowned and looked into his room.
“Dearest darling,” I sang, and began to walk away quickly.
“Wha-what? What have you …” he shouted. “Come here!” I scampered off, laughing like a hyena, and he
charged after me, bellowing at the top of his voice, “Comfort! Comfort, I will kill you for reading my letter!”
*
He caught me at the steps leading outside, pulled me to the ground and started to tickle my ribs. By now, I was
laughing till tears ran down my cheeks while we rolled around on the ground. What are you looking at me like
that for? Please wipe that sinful look off your face, it was all innocent fun. Your mind always goes to bad things.
We rolled to a stop against a pair of legs in well-pressed trousers, and looked up. It was master! Papa Callistus!
“Ah, I see you are getting along very well with the ladies, Cally,” he said, nodding his head very gravely. “Just
bear in mind if you get any of them pregnant, you will have to marry her.” I felt like asking him why he has not
married Miss Onyejiekwe the teacher. Don’t tell anyone, but do you know that the baby she had recently is said to
be master’s? It is true! Nkechi told me.
*
A few days after this, Madam left for Lagos. The day before she left, I went into the parlor where she was with
her friend Mama Moses the market woman. You know Mama Moses: she is big enough to fill a room and a parlor,
so she occupied one couch all by herself. Madam on the other hand daily resembles the dry fish we use to make
soup (I feel free to insult her because she is bad to me), and was seated in a small corner of the opposite chair.
Madam is getting thinner every day despite her successful business, because her wooden heart is sucking up all
the kindness in her body. Look at mama Moses her friend—getting rounder every day even though she is not as
successful, because she is so kind and good. Just the other day, she bought Nkechi a pair of “higher heel” to wear
to church. Can you imagine madam doing that for any of her housegirls? All I can say is that if you are good,
Chineke will reward you with the well-fed look of the wealthy, and if you are bad, Chineke will make you look
hungry like the starving poor no matter how rich you are.
*
Anyway, that evening the two “Business Madams” were discussing their business when I cam in to pour the
fourth bottle of stout for mama Moses (that woman can take her drink better than any man in Aniugwu). Madam
told her to drink as much as she wanted because business was going very well. Madam told mama Moses that she
was making the trip to Lagos to meet one Army major-general who would help her get a new contract that would
give her bags and bags of money. When I heard this, my heart beat faster, and I solved some arithmetic in my
head: if her business is working well, and she is expecting bags of money soon, then this is the time to ask her for
some of my money. This is also the time to ask her of the promise she made to my father before he died. I don’t
know if I have told you this, but she promised to take me into her business and teach me how to become a big
business madam like her. This is why I am still with her; I would have gone to work for someone else, but I do
not want to remain a housegirl all my life. So that night, after mama Moses left, I decided to ask about the money.
*
After seeing Ma Moses off, madam went straight to her room to pack and make final preparations for the trip. I
must confess that when the time came to go and ask her, my heart started beating poom-poom, poom-poom like
that big drum young boys play during the New Yam feast. I walked past her room seven times, but could not make
my heart strong enough to go in. I was about to abandon the idea when she suddenly called from inside the room:
“Who is there?”
*
My legs started to carry me away, but I forced them to stop. Why was I running? I asked myself. All I wanted
was my money.
“It is me, Comfort.”
“What do you want?”
“I want to ask you for something.”
“Yes, go on.”
“It is about … well, you know how … do you remember …”
“WELL, WHAT IS IT? Hurry up, I have not finished packing yet.”
“It-it … Madam, it is about my money.”
“Is that why you are bothering me? GET OUT OF HERE!! Can’t you find a better time to talk about it? Can’t
you see I am busy?”
*
I bolted out of the room, out of the house into the cool night air of the backyard, where I threw myself on the
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ground and began to weep. Cally found me there a short while later trying to compete with the heavy rains of last
week.
“Comfort, what is the matter?” he cried, dropping to his knees and peering into my face.
“Nothing,” I replied, not wanting to tell him bad things about his mother.
“Stop crying and let us go back into the house,” he said, taking me by the hand. “Won’t you tell me what is
wrong? Did Mama beat you?”
I felt like telling him because he is such a good-hearted person, and I knew he would sympathize with me, but
I did not wish to talk at that time because I knew I would say bad things about his mother.
“I will tell you tomorrow,” I said as we trudged slowly back to the house.
*
All the servants got up at 4:30 the next morning to prepare for Madam’s departure. Everything was hurry-hurry
and quick-quick. You know how Madam is when she has something to do: she wants everybody to quick-march
like soldiers. Romanus the driver drove her car out to wash it; Selina heated water for Madam’s bath and then
ironed her clothes; I fried akara and prepared hot akamu for breakfast. It was still very dark with the night insects
still chirping, and the roosters just starting to crow, just around the time when spirits, both good and evil, abandon
their wanderings abroad and return to their homes in the earth. Madam did not seem worried about meeting any
spirits as she sat in the “owner’s corner” and Romanus drove the car out of the compound.
*
We watched the lights of the car disappear into the darkness on its way to that marvelous city where no one
sleeps, then turned back into the house. I pretended to go to the kitchen to prepare the ingredients for the day’s
meals but as soon as I was sure no one was looking, I crept back to the parlor where I sleep, spread out my
sleeping mat behind the long couch, wrapped myself snugly in my cover cloth and slipped into a comfortable and
sweet sleep. This is why I am always happy when madam travels—I can sleep a little longer and not have to wake
up at 5:30. Chineke knows I am not a soldier man or a rooster that I should be waking up so early every day.
*
It seemed I had just fallen asleep when madam returned to the house! She must have forgotten something, I
thought, I must get up before she catches me sleeping. I tried to get up, but seemed glued to the mat, and she
marched into the room and switched on the light.
“COMFORT!”
I leaped six feet into the air, shouting, “Madam biko-o!” with my arm upraised to ward off the expected slap.
*
But when my eyes got used to the bright sunlight streaming in from the open window, thee was only Selina
cackling hysterically in the corner.
“Madam biko-o!” she mimicked between burst of laughter. I tell you, it was too much to bear. I had to tell her a
few good words.
“Selina Okorie,” I began.
“Yes, Madam Sleep,” she replied.
“Selina, do not insult me because I am your senior in everything, including age: 365 days is no joke, so please
respect your elders. Remember it is me who shares out the meals now that Madam is out. If you do not look out,
the meals that mice eat will be enormous compared to what I will give you.” She behaved herself after that for the
rest of the day.
*
Later on that day, Cally called me into his room to ask why I was crying the night before. “It is past now, don’t
worry about it,” I told him.
“Come on, tell me. It is mama, isn’t it? I know it is. You can tell me, I won’t say anything to her.” I was silent.
“Tell me,” he insisted.
“Show me a picture of your har … you girlfriend, the one who is marrying Chief Nwachukwu.”
“Will you tell me what is wrong if I show you?”
“Yes.”
“Liar. You are more cunning than the tortoise of children’s fables.”
“I promise, I will tell you after I see the pictures.”
He showed me a color photograph of her. She is very beautiful with an oval-shaped face and a very fair
complexion.
I said to him: “She is very lovely, but I don’t like the way she dresses. Why does she wear a skirt that is slit up
to the waist, and a blouse that exposes all her breasts? She might as well just parade naked in front of everyone.”
He laughed and made a playful grab at me which I easily evaded. I then told him that I had not been paid since my
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father died suddenly about a year ago. My father used to come at the end of every month to collect the money
from Madam, ten naira a month, and he would give me three naira to spend. I used to be rich in those days. I
could afford to buy earrings, bracelets, and chewing gum.
“How much does mother owe you now?” he asked.
“One hundred and fifty naira,” I replied, and he whistled.
“OK. I will see what I can do.”
“Just don’t tell anyone I told you anything,” I said to him and turned to leave. “By the way, I hope you have
stopped crying over that girl. Do not worry about her, she is too agaracha for you, and all she wants is money. I
am sure you will find many girls in Enugu who are nicer and more beautiful than she is. Look, I will cook your
favorite dishes for you while madam is away, and when I have time, I will come and sit with you and we shall tell
stories. Very soon you will forget your agaracha friend.” He smiled and I left the room.
*
A few hours later, as I was passing the room, he pulled me inside and, to my great surprise, pressed a folded
wad of notes into my hand. I uttered a short cry, and let it drop to the ground as if it were a red-hot piece of
charcoal straight from the fire. He picked it up and gave it back to me. I counted thirty naira, and demanded to
know where he got it, but he would not tell. I then told him I would not accept the money since I did not know
where it came from, and he quickly said it was what remained of his pocket money.
*
I did not believe that story, but my heart was beating very fast as I stared at that money in my hand and my
heart seemed to be saying, poom-poom, earrings, bracelets, poom-poom, earrings, bracelets … I solved the
arithmetic in my head in this way: who knows where Cally got the money? He may have stolen it from his
father’s wallet, he may have broken into Madam’s strong box, and he is so wild that boy, that he may even have
friends who counterfeit money! But on the other hand, it may really be what is left of his pocket money. I will
keep it for a while; if anyone reports missing thirty naira, I will give the money back to Calley, if not, I will spend
it.
*
Unfortunately, I did not take the devil and his evil sways into account. He knows how to lead young girls
astray just when they think they have the situation under control. The next day, Obiageli asked me to go to the
market alone to buy ingredients for soup; usually I go with her or with madam. I pleaded with her to come with
me, but she wanted to go and visit a friend who she had not seen for along time. So I had to go alone. The devil
immediately entered my heart, and I tied up the thirty naira in the hem of my wrapper intending to take it to the
market with me. “If I leave it here, Selina might find it,” I reasoned.
*
After buying the okra and palm oil for the soup, I made a detour through the trinket stalls “just to see what is
available in case I find out I can keep the money.” It is not good for young housegirls like us to be without money
for a long time, especially when there are so many nice things to buy, and other housegirls like Nkechi Obiago
walk around in “higher heel”, and wear nice earrings. Lack of money makes us envious, and the bad ones among
us may steal, while the others will spend foolishly whenever they get a little money. I left the stalls with only five
naira left in the hem of my wrapper, and two pairs of imitation gold earrings.
*
If you know the devil and his cunning ways, you will realize that after you have done a bad thing as a result of
his tempting, he runs away laughing, and the blindness with which he has covered your eyes is lifted so you can
see the foolishness you have committed. It soon dawned on me that I could not show off my new treasures to the
other housegirls and bask in their envious glances, because Selina would surely report it to madam. I was gripped
by a terrible fear: what if the money did not belong to Cally, and he had stolen it from master or Madam? What if
one of them found their money missing and called the police? Would Cally admit to the deed? I told myself that
he was a good boy and he would, but what if they found out when he was not in town, gone off to school or
somewhere? What would I do? Master or Madam would surely call the police. And they would send those
policemen who don’t wear uniforms\fn{Plainclothesmen.} and go around pretending to be ordinary people, those
policemen who can just look at your face and know immediately that you stole money. I began to tremble with
fear. I was ready to cry because I did not want to go to prison.
*
I walked into the house expecting someone to confront me and say: “Comfort! Where is the thirty naira?” But
nobody did; the house was quiet, and seemed empty until I saw Selina come out of Cally’s room. “You!” I
shouted. “Did I not tell you not to go to Cally’s room, you sorceress?”
“I can go wherever I like,” she snapped defiantly. “And where I go is none of your business.”
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“Watch your tongue, or I will slap that devil out of your head.”
“Just try,” she replied, staring at me fiercely and cocking her fist.
*
I wanted to give her a few good slaps, but felt it was not a wise idea since I had not put away the earrings and
they might be discovered in a struggle. Also at that moment, Cally poked his head out of his room, and said,
“What are you two fighting about? Comfort, leave her alone. I asked her to clean my room.”
*
I went to his room that night to tell him about the earrings. He laughed when I told him how I was unable to
help myself when I saw them. He asked me to put them on, which I did, and stood admiring myself in front of the
mirror on his table. You must promise never, never to tell anyone what I am going to tell you now. As I was
watching myself in the mirror, he came up behind me and started to rub my stomach with his hands, and then
worked his way up to my breasts. Yes, he actually touched them. He really is a wild animal, that Cally. I pleaded
with him, “Please, Cally, don’t do that, it is wrong.” But he did not seem to hear. “Cally, stop. It is a sin.”
Eventually he stopped, and we stood around avoiding each other’s eyes. It was the first time he had ever tried
such a thing with me. I know that I am plump and have a full figure which makes all the houseboys try to steal
looks when I bend to pick something from the ground, but I did not know that Cally looked at me that way.
*
After a long embarrassing silence, he put his hand in his pocket and took out a ten naira.
“Take this,” he said.
“Why? What do you think I am?” I cried.
“Just take it. It is simply more of the money Mama owes you, so take it and don’t be silly.”
“Don’t be silly yourself! I won’t take it!” I said angrily and left the room. But I took the money later. He
followed me everywhere and eventually I had to take it. He made me take it. And if you really want to know
(because your mind always wants to know bad things) we played the touching game again. Many times. I cannot
tell you any more, but just remember that I am a good girl and I have my limits.
*
A short while before Madam’s return, Cally was sent off to Owerri\fn{ Some 100 miles southwest of Enugu.} in Imo
State where his uncle teaches at a secondary school. The man is Papa Cally’s brother, and a very strict
disciplinarian who does not spare the cane even on grown boys like Cally. That is why Papa Cally sent Cally
there. If that uncle does not make Cally study his books, nothing in this world will.
*
After madam’s return and the big distribution of gifts (with none for me as I told you) everything seemed to
return to normal until a few days ago. I was in the kitchen cooking, and Selina and madam were in her room. It
seems that Selina was rearranging her wrapper when some money fell out of it. The foolish girl had put it there
and forgotten about it.
“Selina, where did you get this ten naira from?” Madam said sharply.
“My ten naira,” I thought when I heard her. “That witch must have taken it from my box!” I crept closer to
listen to what was going on.
“Selina, I asked you where you got this ten naira? Has the devil taken your tongue? You better answer before I
slap it out of your mouth!”
“I found it lying on the road.”
“Liar!” (SLAP!) “Liar!” (SLAP! SLAP!) “I noticed that some money has been taken from my strong box.
That’s where you found it, isn’t it? Speak!” (SLAP!) “Speak, you ungrateful wretch that I rescued from poverty.
Don’t I send your mother money regularly? Why then do you steal from me?”
“Madam biko-o! Cally gave me the money, Cally gave it to me!”
“Yes, go ahead, blame it on Cally because he is not here. Why would Cally give you ten naira? You are a
terrible liar and a thief! I am going to lock you up. Get into that room and stay there. There will be no food for
you today, and I will send you back home tomorrow.”
*
My body trembled like someone suffering from malaria when I heard this. At first, I had thought, that witch
Selina has stolen my money and now God is punishing her for taking what is not hers. But then, I started to solve
some arithmetic in my head, and reasoned thus: if she took the money from my box, why did she not say so and
get me into trouble? Maybe she was telling the truth. Maybe Cally did give her the money. I decided to go and see
if the money was still in my box, but just as I left the kitchen, I heard Madam call, “Comfort!” My heart skipped a
beat and I replied, “Madam bi … I am coming!” and ran to her room, my heart pounding.
*
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“Stop cooking,” she said. “Go over to Mama Moses’ and bring back the yams she brought me back from
Abakaliki. Go immediately so you can be back before the soup is ready. I will watch the soup while you are
gone.” I dashed out of the house as fast as I could, heaving a sigh of relief. But on the way, my anxiety returned.
Was it my money or not? Even if it wasn’t, I could still get into trouble because it was now clear that the money
Cally gave me was taken from madam’s strong box. Should I go and own up and save Selina? She is not really a
bad girl; it is only envy that makes us enemies. But even if I tell madam that Cally gave me money too, will she
believe it? She does not like to believe anything bad about him, and would be more likely to believe that Selina
and I stole the money and now want to blame it on Cally because he is not home. I could ask her to write to Cally
to confirm that he gave us money. But then Madam will never do that, not for her housegirls. She can get new
housegirls too easily. And besides, I was sure she was searching for a chance to get rid of me.
*
With these thoughts buzzing around my head like a swarm of big, dirty houseflies, I returned from mama
Moses’ with the yams. When I got to the kitchen, Selina was sitting before the pot of soup, stirtring it
nonchalantly. “You got out!” I gasped.
“Yes I did,” she replied. “You thought I was done for, didn’t you? Well, for your information, God does not
allow good people like me to be punished for nothing.
It turned out that Obiageli had returned from school to find Selina in “detention” and had asked why. When
madam told her, she laughed, and said that Selina must be speaking the truth because Obiageli had caught Cally
taking money from Madam’s strong box when Madam was in Lagos. Selina was let out of the room with a strong
warning never to take money from anyone in the household without knowing its source. No one was more
relieved than me when I heard that. I found the ten naira untouched in my box, and promised myself to be very
careful with it, and keep it secret from everyone in the house.
*
Everything now seems all right except for Selina. She seems to be crying a lot these days; her complexion is
also getting fairer and her breasts seem to be getting bigger.
295.168 Excerpt from Beyond The Masks: Race, Gender And Subjectivity: “Charting Post-Colonial
Subjectivities”\fn{by Amina Mama (1958- )} Kaduna, Kaduna State, Nigeria (F) 4½
1
It is now time to bring this book to an end.
But how does one end the beginning of something? In developing a new approach to theorising the production
and reproduction of subjectivity I have raised at least as many questions as I have answered. Furthermore, at the
very heart of the approach advocated here is a feeling of perpetual change and movement: movement and change
of cultures, of individuals and of scientific theories.
This in itself makes the idea of closure somewhat inappropriate. This is not a neat story ending with all capillaries cauterised and stitched with surgical precision but one which makes a small opening through which, it is
hoped, many new ideas and arguments may flow.
For this reason I shall end with a brief appraisal of how far we have come and what future work may gainfully
do. The question of the extent to which I have met and honoured all the commitments set out in the early parts of
this work I leave for the reader to decide, instead of going into an over-detailed reiteration and appraisal of the
preceding pages. A brief thematic review of the central ideas put forward will suffice, before concluding with a
brief consideration of the applicability of this approach to other contemporary subjectivities.\fn{ Reproduced under
“2”}
I began by outlining the parameters of an approach to theorising subjectivity which viewed subjects, whether
self-defining or constructed by dominant others, as being organically generated out of social conditions prevailing
at the time of their emergence.
Having decided to theorise the particular subjectivities of black women in post-colonial Britain, I then detailed
the social and political context of the study I carried out with other black women in the London of the early 1980s
and identified the main intellectual influences on my approach: black political activism and the black women’s
movement, feminist politics and theory, psychodynamic theory and, subsequently, the broad philosophical shift
now known as post-structuralism. I take the view that post-structuralism, in decentring the intellectual universe,
also cracks open the hegemony of western-centred grand theories and offers not just new theories but new ways of
theorising.
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I then set out to deconstruct the historical representation of black subjects within the scientific discourses of
psychological theory, looking at the construction of African slaves, colonial subjects and finally black people
living in the West.
I argued that psychology has generated scientific discourses which construe the Other in ways that have repro duced and legitimised white supremacy.
I also argued that scientific discourses do more than underwrite existing regimes of truth, since they are also
productive. Academic production and political power are intimately related in such a way that intellectuals can
also generate new theories and facts to meet the changing institutional and intellectual needs of a dominant
regime. Slaves were not just constructed as suited to slavery but pathologised when they resisted it. Psychological
constructions of “the African” in the colonies and “the Negro” in Britain and North America also tell us more
about the subjectivity of Europeans than about what it meant to be black and Other under a colonial or racist
order. Psychological research findings and theories which collude with the taken-for-granted assumptions of
dominant regimes of truth apparently tend to prevail over those which challenge the status quo.
I put forward a conceptualisation of the relationship between scientific discourses and wider societal discourses which is complex and dynamic, and which defies the laws of linear causality. The two can be viewed as
locked into a recursive relation to one another, in which there is constant resonance between the social and the scientific, with slight changes in either occurring with each repercussion. Major discursive shifts are more occasional, emanating from the less frequent and more dramatic changes, such as those heralded by grand historical events
such as the abolition of transatlantic slave-trading, or the defeat of colonial regimes by nationalist movements.
This recursive relationship between academic discourses and social conditions, in which each continuously
produces and is produced by the other in complex ways, can only be studied retrospectively and requires the kind
of detailed historical mapping that has characterised deconstructionism.
A consideration of the power relations under which discursive regimes rise and fall from ascendance is also
required. The repeated resurgence of scientific racism down through the ages (after abolition, after the North
American civil rights struggle and in post-colonial Europe) suggests that old knowledges are seldom entirely
dispensed with but can be reactivated and brought into play long after they appear to have been made a nonsense
of. In Chapter 2 my analysis suggests that even when a dominant regime has been overthrown, as was the case
with the institution of slavery, the associated scientific discourses may continue to exist in a subaltern manner,
resurging whenever conditions permit. Since the intentionality of scientists is not at issue in this formulation, it
should be clear that I do not attribute the persistence of scientific racism solely to conspiracy theory—although
there have certainly been racist conspirators in the scientific establishment.
Instead I point to the methodological constraints of scientific psychology as having acted alongside discursive
regimes to ensure a certain conservatism in social science production. It is in this vein that I argue that the
production of psychological discourses has also been constrained by the post-Enlightenment philosophical assumptions underpinning the discipline as a whole, in particular the notion of man as a universal, unitary, rational
subject, and the adherence to empiricist scientific methods.
Psychology has, on the whole, been limited by its adherence to narrow empiricist methods that have only allowed the emergence of theories based on the assumption of the subject as a unitary, rationalistic individual, within yet separate from a social structure. The emphasis on measurable and observable external behaviour and the
retention of experimental and quantitative methods have precluded a fuller theorising of subjectivity.
On the other hand, grand and universal theories of man and society have been unable to take on the dynamism
of social and psychological existence, or the internal multiplicity and complexity of subjectivities that must
always be historically and personally specific.
In Chapter 3, I note that black psychology, despite its emergence during the 1970s and 1980s as a reaction to
the racism of western psychology, has in the main retained orthodox methods and assumptions. Consequently,
despite the changed conditions and their antiracist intentions, those engaging in black psychology have often
continued to reproduce the prevailing ideas about black people.
In other words, empiricist paradigms have only allowed the subject to be conceptualised in certain ways and so
slowed the emergence of more radical theories that would be better able to capture the diversity and dynamism of
post-colonial realities.
None the less, I deem black academic psychology to be of great interest because it has not developed just in
relation to the dominant (i.e. white) society but is also a derivative of black social, cultural and political life. I
make this point using the example of the construction of the self-hating Negro, a notion which featured in some
early black literature but which was reproduced and given scientific credence by white psychologists, subsequently taken up by the civil rights movement and then further authenticated by the black psychologists who were
to become famous for it.
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Black psychology too has had a unitary subject at its heart—and one who is not accidentally masculine. The
difference lies in the fact that whereas the black lobby argues that racism must be ended because it damages black
folk, racists argue that it is because black people are damaged that they do not make progress.
The most recent North American theories about black identity make major advances insofar as they link identity formation to social changes. Initially a simple-stages model in which the black individual moves in a linear
fashion from a negative self-hating state to a more integrated, mature and racialised identity, the psychology of
nigrescence has more recently been developed to include the possibility of continuous recycling through the
various stages. In this way it now includes the idea that there are various “shades of black”, in acknowledgement
of the observed diversity of African-American subjectivity.
However, while the theory of nigrescence and the scientific testing of it on predefined populations may provide
a useful description of the development of black identity, it does not actually theorise subjectivity. Within it the
black individual is still assumed to be a unitary subject (albeit a black one) devoid of gender, class or other central
aspects of social life.
I attribute these limitations to the paradigmatic conservatism of black psychology.
The psychology of nigrescence effectively reiterates the post-1960s black discourse on race consciousness in
scientific jargon, complete with calibrated measuring devices—questionnaires aimed at assessing just “how
black” an individual is. The observed relationship between the black individual and the black social movements of
the 1960s and 1970s is not actually theorised.
Is it, for example, a correlation?
Does the individual reflect the social or vice versa?
Is it perhaps a product of interaction between the individual and white society, or black society?
The fact that these questions are not addressed or answered means that however useful the descriptions of
nigrescence may be, they remain descriptions, limiting the conceptual contribution of nigrescence theory.
Some black psychologists have realised the limiting effect of the empiricist paradigm on the possibilities for
theorising black mental life and have therefore sought alternative referents in African philosophy. Here too it has
been assumed that it is possible to speak of a unitary body of thought and values—an African world-view—out of
which black psychology can emerge.
The fact is that the very idea of there being a single “African” philosophy is hotly contested, embraced mainly
by the diaspora-based Afrocentric school of black intellectuals, for whom Afrocentrism is the logical answer to
Eurocentrism and racism.
Overall, it becomes clear that Afrocentric and Eurocentric philosophies share the assumption of a racially
divided philosophical universe. They therefore fail to acknowledge the breakdown of the old categories heralded
by the irreversible exchanges of culture, genes, geographical location and a great many other things besides.
These exchanges have created a post-colonial world of flux and diversity, in which the fabric of contemporary
Europe (or of Africa, of Asia, etc.) is woven out of cultural and psychological threads from the rest of the world.
It is no accident that post-structuralism has emerged in this context, moving us away from the tyranny of the
grand theories spawned by an imperialist world order, offering instead new ways of addressing the complexities
of contemporary social reality. I take the view that neither Eurocentric nor Afrocentric philosophies—or for that
matter any other racial or ethnic philosophy—can withstand the paradigm shift heralded by post-structuralism and
by the demise of the grand old frames of reference, a demise that heralds our entry into the post-colonial era that
will end the twentieth century.
The psychological discourses on the Other discussed in the early chapters can best be grasped through an
understanding of their historical location: their embeddedness in the conditions of slavery, colonialism and racism
and the discourses and practices of these three regimes. The discursive conditions of psychological theory have, in
other words, been both modernist and pre-feminist.
To carry theory beyond this location, I move on from looking at psychological constructions of the black subject to develop a theory of subjectivity that seeks to utilise some of the insights of feminist and post-structuralist
thought.
To do this I use extracts of discussions among British-based black women in order to generate theory. I cite
moments of social interaction between black women and use these to argue that individual consciousness emerges
out of the resonances between collective history and personal experience; that subjectivity is in fact a process of
movement through various discursive positions whose availability is determined by the experience, exposure and
imagination of the individual.
The method I deploy is not one of the orthodox psychological research methods. Instead of claiming distance
and objectivity, I state my commitments as a researcher and as an involved member of the social group under
study. And rather than denying my personal characteristics, I use similarities to and differences between myself
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and those who are participating in the research process, both in generating conversations and subsequently in
analysing them.
My first level of analysis involves identifying and describing discourses and locating moments of individual
subjectivity within them. This enables me to meet the theoretical goals of theorising subjectivity as dynamic, as
multiple and as socially and historically produced.
More specifically, I demonstrate through a series of sketches how black women in Britain have been uncomfortably positioned by the legacies of colonial and racist discourses, which they are now rejecting in favour of
black radical and feminist ones.
It is this shift in consciousness that the fledgling black feminist movement sought to articulate and propagate,
and it is a movement that has greatly influenced my conceptualisation of research and the subjectivities of the
participants, myself included. In my first chapter I introduce this movement as providing the social context of this
study.
My examination of the changing subjectivities of black women demonstrates that it was a movement that
involved the coalescence of individual and social changes. Changes in individuals resulted from experiences of
contradiction and injustice, and social changes have accompanied the demise of the colonial order and the emergence of various expressions of nationalism and black radicalism.
After developing and applying this method of discourse analysis as a means of demonstrating the sociohistorical construction of subjectivity, I then turn to consider the role that individual history and relationships play
in the production of individual subjects. To do this I analyse Mona’s account of her life and relationships, and her
personal identity. Having already theorised this as being about changing from her positioning within colonialintegrationist discourse to one within black radical discourse, in Chapter 7 I consider the role of personal
relationships in her identity in order to theorise some of the psychodynamics of racialised subjectivity. Here the
emotional consequences of being subjected to contradictory and oppressive regimes become more apparent, with
the anxieties and discomforts of being black and female making individuals seek and take up new positions. I
advance the idea that subjectivity is psychodynamic as well as discursive.
*
I conclude that psychodynamic processes and the movements from one discursive position to another can best
be understood as occurring simultaneously and inseparably. In this way subjective processes are conceptualised as
being at once socio-historical and intrapsychic.
This is a difficult idea to grasp, which can perhaps be made easier by reference to certain bridging concepts.
These are described as such not because they bridge a gap between two separate levels—the individual and the
social—but because they enable us to move from one way of thinking to another. By placing these two concepts
at the centre of our conceptual apparatus, we can make them the keys to an understanding which transcends
dualism by making it redundant.
Positionality is the first such concept.
I have developed the idea of subjectivity as being the sum of all the positions available to an individual:
positions which are both psychodynamic and discursive. The study of subjectivity can be undertaken by charting
the various positions that any individual occupies, with reference to his or her personal and collective history. In
this study I chart the movement of a number of black women from colonial-integrationist discursive positions to
black radical ones, and then look in detail at the corresponding psychodynamic processes occurring in an individual.
The second bridging concept is that of movement, which I have used to refer both to the intrapsychic changes
that result from projective processes and to social movements and cultural changes that result from the changing
discursive positionings of individuals. New discourses are created when many individuals experience similar
changes, so that they become collective experiences. Any given discourse gains in social power as growing numbers of people take it up and position themselves within it; in other words, as visions become shared.
Alternatively, discourses may decrease in significance and fade from relevance simply because they lack
meaning for people and are not therefore taken up and collectivised. In this particular study we see black women
abandoning colonial-integrationist for black radical positions, infusing and enriching these with new notions of
femininity.
According to this approach, personal and social change occur in consonance, as psychic and discursive events
resonate with one another. When such resonances occur they are experienced as sudden flashes of insight, or as
primordial events which then reshape the subjectivity and experience of the individual.
In this way we are able to understand subjectivity non-dualistically, as recursive rather than as resulting from
interactions between two ostensibly separate levels of being.
517

2
I see no reason why the methodology and approach developed here can not be applied to the investigation of
other social groups and subjectivities.
Whereas race and gender have been the main tropes of this particular analysis, one could equally take class,
sexuality, nationality, religion or any other main vectors of difference as starting points for researching the
subjectivities generated in any part of the world.
Within Western Europe, for example, one could apply a similar approach to theorising black masculinity, or
white femininity. More currently, the emergence of pan-Europeanism and the concomitant resurgence of micronationalisms and racism could be studied in the context of the political changes accompanying the constitution of
the European Community, now appropriately dubbed “Fortress Europe”.
In the former colonies too there is no shortage of subject matter.
The earlier nationalist movements and the radical ideas encapsulated in the concept of an African personality
or the new men and women citizens of independent nations have either been abandoned or have undergone profound changes in African social and political contexts.
What subjectivities have emerged in post-colonial African or Caribbean (or, for that matter, other) countries?
To what extent have the tropes of race and gender persisted or been replaced by other divisions?
Are today’s Nigerians, for example, primarily nationalised subjects, or primarily Islamised and Christianised,
or does the “tribal paradigm” favoured by colonial analysts still find currency in contemporary social and political
life?
In the Caribbean it may be fruitful to chart the emergence of regional as opposed to island subjectivities and to
examine the extent to which colourism has been overcome, changed, or continues to pervade people’s consciousness, decades after the departure of the European colonialists.
In every conceivable context, the gendering of subjectivity merits research and documentation. One may pose
new questions regarding gendered subjectivities.
What does it mean to be feminine in the context of multi-partyism as compared to military dictatorship?
Or how does militarisation affect the masculinity of a nation’s population?
To what extent has independence, or even democratisation, been accompanied by radical changes in the conditions of women and their gendered subjectivities?
If there are new African women, are there also “new men”?
How do we ensure that the tyrannies of the past can successfully be broken down to create discursive space for
the emergence of new subjects, new social movements and new social orders?
In short, there are now as many questions as before but we have at our fingertips a new language in which to
ask them, one which one hopes will generate new insights into and understandings of ourselves and our positioning in the world.
76.243 Converging City\fn{by Ben Okri (1959-

)}

Minna, Niger State, Nigeria (M) 6

When Agodi woke up in the morning it seemed that the spirit was still with him. Sunbeams came through the
window and played on his face. The first flash of light he saw when he opened his eyes made him think of Saul’s
blinding. He remembered that he should pray.
He knelt by the bed in the single room and prayed through his mouth’s staleness, but without his usual passion.
He felt cheated of an audience. His wife had gone to the market where she sold garri.\fn{A meal made by fermenting
cassava root; an inert vegetable staple; cassava flour.} His two children were at school. When he finished his prayer he
made his way over the disorder of empty sacks and blackened cooking utensils and fetched a cup of water from
the earthenware pot. He washed out his mouth through the window while thinking about his financial crisis. He
spat a mouthful of water down on to the street and the water fell on a girl who had just detached herself from the
crowd. The girl stopped and immediately proceeded to abuse him. Her lips were painted red and she wore red
earrings. Her high-heeled shoes made her legs look very thin. Agodi mimed an apology, but the girl was
unappeased.
“God hammer your head,” she shouted up at him.
“Who? Me?”
“Yes, you, your very wretched self!” she said, relaxing into an impregnable posture of derision. “It is you I am
talking to, you who spits water down at people. You are a goat. You are not a man. You are a shameless fool with
nothing better to do but spit water at people. You will die spitting.”
Benevolently, Agodi said: “Is it because of a small thing like this that you’re shouting, eh? If you have so many
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problems, I will pray for you …”
Interrupting, the girl said: “Pray for your wretched self! I don’t blame you. I blame your mother for allowing
your father to touch her.”
Agodi was half-way through his invocation on her behalf when he heard the reference to his father. He
stammered. Then thunderously he shouted: “The devil block your anus.”
And he tore downstairs after her.
He had rushed down one flight of stairs when he realized that all he had on was a wrapper. He stopped. He
started to go back up. But the combination of sunlight on the filthy staircase and the magnitude of her insult
aroused in him a peculiar humility. He decided to preach to her; there seemed no telling where a conversion might
occur. He ran down the remaining flight of stairs and burst out into the street. Startled by the blasts of music
pouring from the record shops, he soon found himself entangled in the hectic crowd.
He looked for the girl and saw her a little way up the road. She made furious insulting signs at him. He ran
after her, shouting: “You, this girl: the word of God is calling you today! I accept the sacrifice of your sinful life.
You abuse my father, I pray for your mother. Why are you running? The word of God is calling you and you are
running.”
The crowd cleared a path for him. The girl was already in full flight; she ran awkwardly in her high-heels.
Agodi raged after her. Voices in the crowd asked if that was his wife fleeing from his insane desires or if she was a
prostitute who had infected him with gonorrhea. Agodi ignored the voices. Anxious to keep the girl in view, he
pushed past a man who had been waddling along like a monstrous duck. Agodi’s fingers were soon caught in the
man’s agbada sleeve.
“Are you mad?” the man asked, as he tripped Agodi with a wedged foot. Agodi fell, sruggled back up, and
found himself confronting a short man whose face was lit up with an expansive, demented smile. The man looked
like an abnormally developed midget. He gathered the folds of his agbada on his shoulder and Agodi saw his
glistening muscles and the veins bunched along his short arms.
“You want to fight?” the man asked with polite relish. He had incredible face marks. He looked as though he
had been reluctantly rescued from a fire. Agodi backed away and looked regretfully at the girl, who was
disappearing in the crowd.
“If you don’t want to fight, then you must apologize\fn{The text has: hapologise.} now.”
Agodi apologized in the name of the Almighty. Playing with his agbada and slowly flexing his muscles, the
man said that he found the apology unsatisfactory. Spinning up the interest of the crowd, he said that the god he
worshipped accepted only dog-meat as sacrifice. Agodi stammered. With great deliberation, for a few girls had
appeared in the midst, the man asked Agodi to repeat his apology. Agodi didn’t hear what the man said because he
became aware of everyone spitting. He grew conscious of the smell of a rotting body. Sweating and confused,
Agodi wondered if the smell came from his antagonist. Then he located the corpse of an upturned and bloated
cow at the side of the road. Exulting flies formed a buzzing black cloud above the swollen body. Agodi had barely
recovered from the surprise when the man tapped him twice on the head. Angered by the short man’’ audacity,
Agodi held his fists before him. He hopped and goaded the man and at the same time made pleading insinuations
about the fires of hell, the agony of sinners. The man found his cue. He made a strange noise and held Agodi in a
curious grip and then tossed him into the air. When Agodi landed it was with a squelchy explosion as he scattered
the flies and was immediately covered in a burst of foul-smelling liquids. Beyond the wild sounds, the jubilant
flies, he saw the world pointing at him. He pulled himself out, using the horn as a lever. When he had extricated
himself from the belly of the cow he found his wrapper irredeemably soaked.
The city followed him as he shambled back to the house. A contingent of flies followed him as well. The
children jeered at him. The man who had hurled him into shame was meanwhile busily distributing his business
cards. His gestures were magnanimous and he had a disconcerting smile for everyone. His card read:
COACH IN ACTION.
PROFESSIONAL EX-WRESTLER.
I OFFER PROTECTION OF PROPERTY, PETROL STATIONS, COMPOUNDS AND STREETS.
AVAILABLE FOR ALL OPERATIONS.
TRAINED ROUND THE WORLD.

His name was Ajasco Atlas.
When he finished distributing the cards he shook hands with several people. He told them that he had just
come from India. They were impressed. The girls had gathered round him. He was seen leaving with them.
*
Agodi hid himself in the bathroom. He thought how every single person in the world had witnessed his shame.
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The news would certainly reach the Church of Eternal Hope. He was due to get a small loan from the church. He
had been with them, as a faithful servant and crusader, for five years now. The Head Minister had explained how a
church should also be a bank that keeps its members safe. The funds were controlled by a strict inner circle of
elders. They gave out loans only in times of absolute need and on the strength of conduct glorifying the church.
Agodi thought about all this while he washed the suppurating liquids from his body. Out of the corner of his eye,
he saw a millipede crawling along the rotted plank wall. He saw a three earthworms stretching their way through
the wet sand that flowed out with the water. He blew his nose and his snot landed on the back of the millipede. He
blamed himself severely for not having turned the other cheek; at the same time he knew that he wouldn’t be alive
now if he had. The ways of the world, he thought, were wickedly unjust. He dried himself and went back upstairs.
Agodi anointed himself with coconut oil. Then he lit three candles and a stick of incense and prayed for thirty
minutes. The prayer consisted of one long sentence, breathlessly articulated. Wrestling with the demons of
language, he asked for peace and prosperity, he begged that the new of his disgrace should not reach the church,
and he wished havoc on all his enemies.
When he finished with his prayer he felt sufficiently charged. He felt that he could not possess the day. He was
almost sure that the city would concede what the fervor of his prayer had sanctioned. His body ached all over. He
got dressed. He wore a thread-loose French suit which conferred on him a hint of suffering dignity.
He went downstairs to his little shop, which was situated in front of the house. It was a slanted wooden shed
with rusted zinc roofing. It was painted blue and it had a padlock.
He sold items of clothing: shirts, trousers, italian shoes and fabrics, sunshades and wigs. Most of the goods had
been smuggled into the country with the collaboration of officials at the docks. His signboard read:
J. J. AGODI AND SONS
GENERAL CONTRACTORS.
IMPORTING AND EXPORTING.
TRY US FOR SIZE.
A TRIAL WILL CONVICT YOU.

When Agodi went in he repossessed the spirit of the shed in prayer. It was stuffy inside. The available space
had been shrunken with wooden chairs and unsold goods. Old newspapers, which he had never read, were in
disarray about the floor. He didn’t notice the letter that had been sent to him. He tried to open the window, but
found that it had got stuck. He tried to force it open, but a splinter caught in his flesh. He banged his fist against
the window, half-expecting the wooden frame to disintegrate. Nothing happened. He tried the window again and it
opened without fuss.
He compiled his accounts for the week. He had made very little money. No one showed much interest in his
goods. Inquiries were few, buyers were even fewer. He hoped that the small consignment at the wharf would
change all that. He played around with his accounts as though, by applying some mathematical trick, he could
effect a multiplication. His armpits became wet. The month’s rent was overdue. There was a hunger in his
calculations that made him aware of the city outside the shed. He heard the scrapings of a rat. A chafer\fn{ Any of
various beetles of Scarabaeidae and closely related families, especially of large or medium size, clumsy in flight, and slow in movement .}
fanned past his face. A lizard scuttled half-way up the wall. Agodi caught the lizard in a gaze and was surprised
that it stared back at him. He looked for an object and was lost in the multiplicity of things which could come in
handy. The lizard nodded. Agodi surreptitiously eased off a shoe, threw it, and missed by several feet. The lizard
nodded. Agodi grabbed a handful of newspapers and before he threw them he discovered that the lizard had gone.
Only its tail writhed on the floor.
He thought about his money problems. He looked at his watch. It had stopped. He shook it and it started
ticking again. He gave it an hour. He put his shoe back on. It was time for him to go out into the city.
When he stood up he saw the letter on the floor. It was addressed to the owner of the shed. He opened it and
the letter read:
To the owners of dis shop,
We are coming to rub you tonite.
If you like call the police.
Anytime is good for us.

Agodi read the letter three times. He creaked his neck and twisted his head. There had always been stories of
people receiving letters like this. He could not remember one person who was finally robbed. If thieves are going
to pay you a visit, he thought, they don’t write you a letters first. But he started to pray. His voice, quivering,
turned into a complaint. And the sight of the lizard’s tail made him see the city beyond: he saw people lying at
street corners, scratching themselves; he saw the youths who grow angrier and then sooner or later turn to armed
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robbery; he saw those who are executed at the beach; and he saw the children who put a piece of wood into their
mouths and die four days later, poisoned by their own innocent hunger. It all came to him in the form of shapeless
waves of dizziness. He believed he had just witnessed a revelation. Again he thought of Saul. The real trouble was
that he had not yet eaten. He swayed with a minor fit of vertigo. He surmounted the shapes by rallying the powers
of the prophets, the Head Minister of his church, and Jesu Christi.\fn{Jesus Christ.}
At that moment he might have collapsed if someone hadn’t pushed open the door. Saved by the prospect of
business and the immediate resolve to charge more than normal, Agodi was surprised that the man who had come
in didn’t have on a pair of trousers; and his underpants were in very bad condition. The man was very thin and his
face was angular. His hair looked as if it had never been intended to be combed. He was so wretched that Agodi
screamed. Then he dived for a spanner\fn{ Wrench.} beneath the table. The man stood staring. Then Agodi flung the
spanner, the man tore out of the shed. Agodi pursued him.
The man fled across the street. He ran, blindly flailing out against the heat and the noise and the dust. He
crossed the full width of the street without being hit by a vehicle. He stopped. Puzzled, he ran back. He paused in
the middle of the street and looked both ways. He saw nothing, except for an old woman cycling towards him.
When he saw that there were no vehicles along one of the busiest streets in the world he laughed. He also laughed
at Agodi, who had rushed out of the shed, brandishing the spanner, shouting that he had single-handedly routed
the thieves of the city.
The man in the street reveled in his safety. He marveled. He rolled over on his back. Cars and busses swerved
round hi. Drivers abused him. Motorcyclists missed him by the narrowest of inches. Then an intractable traffic
jam resulted. Streets and main roads were blocked. Cars and lorries stood bumper to bumper. The whole traffic
jam soon resembled a long and obscenely metallic millipede.
The Head of State was being driven home after a hectic morning at a trade conference, when his escorts found
themselves trapped in the traffic jam. The soldiers and mobile policemen thrashed out in every direction. They
kicked the metalwork of cars, pounced on lorry drivers, and beat up people who seemed to be obstructing the
traffic in any visible or invisible way. The heat was a tonic and the official escorts were completely in their
element.
But the Head of State was furious. He felt that the traffic jam was a particularly perverse way for his people to
show how much they wanted him out of office. When he stared at the congestion all around him he experienced a
sudden panic. He phoned through to Intelligence and demanded an immediate unwinding of the traffic jam by any
means possible. When he looked up he saw, in the shape of an earthworm moving across the tinted window, the
shadow of his executioner. Watching the earthworm out of the corner of his eye, he scribbled down notes about a
new decree for the swift reduction of traffic jams.
Suddenly a shot was fired, which cracked the glass, and missed his head. He fell forward, a trained, if flaccid,
soldier. He heard a further volley of shots. He had heard them every night for the past five years. He clutched the
notes. He waited. He heard nothing. Minutes later he was told that he was out of danger. The plotters had been
killed. Then the traffic jam eased, and vehicles started to move.
The Head of State decided to change his country. He wrote down a list of decrees to be discussed as soon as
possible with the Supreme Military Council. He wrote down a very long list and soon ran out of paper. As the
official vehicle eased back fully into motion, the Head of State looked over his jottings. Listening to the wailing
sirens, he decided that the decrees were impractical and designed only to create martyrs. He had to think of his
own safety as well as the entangled safety of his embezzlements. He knew that there would be even more attempts
on his life if one word got out of his new efforts to clean up the stables. For the first time, he realized that he
didn’t really rule the country. He had no idea who did. Hot air blew at him from the shattered window and he tore
up the notes with more energy than was necessary. When his motorcade turned into his barracks, when he saw the
clean stretch of tree-lined road ahead, he immediately decided that the civilians had better return. Let them carry
the cross of the country. He was going where the earthworms go.,
*
The man in the street, who had started the traffic jam in the first place, attempted to get up. He was starving.
He staggered and fell. People rushed over and picked him up. They dumped him at the side of the street. They
asked him what was wrong with him and he said: sardines and Fanta.\fn{ A popular brand of orange soda.} They left
him in a hurry.
The man in the street lay there all through the day. He watched the dust rise. He watched the air saturate with
smoke and he heard the desperate music that rode over the area. He saw arguments that led to fights. He saw the
rich and how they created the poor. He saw the mice and how they fed on the poor. It amused him. He heard those
with invisibly splayed feet, who were stalked all day and all night. He heard those that did the stalking. They were
legion. He also heard Agodi start his Vespa and saw him ride out into the city. When Agodi was gone, the man in
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the street found the serenity to sleep. He nodded in his dreams.
*
As Agodi rode into the city he saw people at bus stops fighting to get on the busses: and he was glad that he
had maintained his Vespa. At the Iddo garage he saw two women wrestling. They tore at one another’s clothes till
they were both nearly naked. Agodi parked. Soon many people gathered to watch the staged fight. Three soldiers
circled the barricade beside the road. A man clambered on top of a trailer and delivered himself of a lengthy
speech, which few people heard, on why destruction must fall on soldiers, thieves and prostitutes. He denounced
the regime. He said fire was coming; and before he finished, one of the women was thrown. Suddenly the soldiers
found that their money and identity cards had been stolen. They went berserk and cracked their new horsewhips
on the gathered crowd. Agodi rejoiced that he was a man of God. And rode on.
Being a man of God didn’t help him at the wharf. He had to sit in a hot outshed and wait for his contact man.
He waited till he began to feel dizzy with the heat. Then he went out and got himself a snack and a soft drink.
When he came back he found that his contact man had been impatiently waiting for him. The contact man told
Agodi straightaway that his smuggled goods had been seized.
He said: “My friend, the Inspector is very angry with what you offered. He says it’s a mere pittance. Birdshit.”
Agodi stammered.
The contact man said: “That’s the way things go.”
Agodi knew what he had to do. But he tried conversation first. He told the contact man about the wonders of
God; about how a man might be one thing one day, and the exact opposite the next. Agodi preached till sweat
poured into his mouth.
The contact man was neither moved nor intimidated by god’s reversals. He said: “Save your saliva, my friend.
Money na hand, back na ground.”
Agodi calculated that he could spare another fifty naira. He offered. The contact man took it as an insult. He
walked away slowly. Agodi swallowed.
The man said: “They will just burn your things for nothing. You can’t be serious. If you are serious you will
know what to say. You have the money, my friend.”
Agodi fought his tears. He pleaded. The man ignored him. Then Agodi tried to abase himself to the point
where, out of shame and human feeling, the contact man just might relent. He listed his problems.
But the contact man’s face was so unforgivingly impassive it might have been made of stone. He said: “You
are wasting my time. I didn’t come here to listen to your problems. I have my own wahala, you hear? Either you
want to collect or you don’t want to collect. Which one you dey, eh? Tell me, make I hear.”
Agodi made promises. The man yawned. Agodi asked for a day’s grace. The contact man chewed on the idea
for almost a day before he finally consented. Agodi climbed on his Vespa, feeling that he had salvaged something
from a really desperate situation.
He needed money. The church was completely out of it. He had not only slackened in attendance, but there
was also the business of the cow. His wife was also out of it. He owed her too much money already. Every night,
when she returned from the market, she looked more burnt and punished. Her eyes were not permanently red from
the dust and pepper at the market. Her cheekbones stood out in relief and her spirit had hardened. She was
definitely out of it. Besides, she was paying for the children’s school uniforms.
Agodi rode around the city casting for ways of getting money to save his goods. He visited friends and
relatives in their offices and in their homes. They were not particularly pleased to see him. They gave him food,
but they had no money to lend him. He owed most of them enough as it was. Night fell and Agodi rode back
home.
*
The man in the street had seen a whole day pass and had learnt nothing. He had settled himself near a gutter.
He covered himself with unread newspapers. He lay down as if dead, though he jerked in delirium now and again.
He watched Ajasco Atlas, who had gone past a few times, shouting about his feats in india. Ajasco Atlas had been
intimidating people into accepting his business cards. He told everyone that he was an ex-rold champion. He told
them that he was a businessman as well. All-weather. He said he participated in the capture of two cities during
the war\fn{The civil war between the Nigerian government and the people of the former Eastern Region, which declared an abortive
independence as the Republic of Biafra (1967-1970).} and that he had done business with even the Head of State. All day
he had warned people that if they were robbed it was entirely their own fault. He considered that he had done his
best in offering cheap protection. Ajasco Atlas had, in fact, opened a small office along the street and was seen
doing the most astonishing exercises in public.
The man in the street also watched the shed of J. J. Agodi with special zeal. He was the only person who saw
the road move. He saw the henchmen of Ajasco Atlas move. Then he saw the shed as it moved gently. He saw it
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raised high as if lifted by a mighty and erratic hand. Then the shed disappeared into the darkness of the street.
*
Agodi rode into the compound and meticulously locked the Vespa. He thought about doing some very serious
calculations. One hundred naira. The birds of the air feed, he thought. He had arrived at the conclusion that he
wold have to double his prices. He looked for his shed and he could not find it. The birds of the naira. He
wandered around the compound, he went to the backyard. And still he couldn’t find his shed. Saul’s blindness. He
called to his compound people, he called to the great wide world to come and see the extent of his suffering.
Saul’s one hundred naira. The world came and stared at the empty space where a battered little shed had once
stood. They saw nothing except for the carcass of a lizard. They stared at the lizard and stared at Agodi. One by
one they left.
Agodi sat out all night watching the space where the shed had been. He waited for his act of repossession. He
abused the city. He grew hoarse. He gathered his wife and two children\fn{ The text has: chilren.} together. His wife
was exhausted to the point of sleepwalking. He asked them to pray for the return of the shed. He started to cry and
his wife severely rebuked him. The children cried and she joined them.
The man in the street, who nodded in his dreams, learned something. A very small thing. He learned where the
earthworms go.
Agodi stayed up all night staring at the dead lizard. When dawn broke he fetched some holy water and poured
the whole bottle on the lizard. Nothing happened. Agodi prayed and prayed. He felt the spirit leaving him. Then
he called for kerosene and fire.
*
A week later Agodi rebuilt the shed. It did not have its former glory. He did not use it. Nobody wanted to rent it
either. His consignment was sold off at the wharf. Then one morning his wife took the children and fled home to
her village.
Agodi suddenly disappeared. Nobody saw him for a month. When Agodi reappeared he was seen wearing a
purple-and-yellow robe. He had grown a reddish beard and his hair was in tiny braids. He announced that in the
forests of the city he had achieved blindness and had seen God. He declared that he was now a true prophet. God
and money, he said, were inseparable. He had founded a new church and had several business cards printed. His
new signboards sprang up along the busy street. Ajasco Atlas was sometimes seen around the premises. Everyone
has problems.
*
While things improved, Agodi became aware of the man in the street, who had obsessively taken to watching
him. Sometimes Agodi was sure that the man was making curious faces at him from across the street. And
sometimes Agodi remembered the lizard that he had burned on that terrible morning. It had simply turned into air.
120.81 The Daughter Of A Snake: A Folktale\fn{by Kubura Magaii (c.1960?1

)}

Babura?, Jigawa State, Nigeria (F)

There once lived a snake which gave birth to a daughter.
She was a human daughter. At first she was black, but when the snake swallowed her and then brought her out,
she became green and more beautiful. She swallowed her again and brought her out, and she became red and
more beautiful still. Whenever she swallowed her up and then brought her out she changed color and became
more beautiful. In the end she became white and extremely beautiful. She then swallowed her up and brought her
out, and she became black and ugly.
She called her Zina.
After a while, Zina grew up. She became strong. She collected firewood and took it to town to sell. She always
took it to the Emir’s house where the wives bought it.
In the house there was a Prince. One day he came in to eat. He saw her and he said that he could not eat in her
presence because she was so black and ugly. So she was sent out. She went home and told her mother. The snake
was angry, but she said that there would be a day when she would have her revenge.
Then one day, the Prince wanted to get married. He went to his father and told him. The Emir ordered the town
crier to announce that all eligible girls should gather at the playing ground as the Prince wanted to choose a wife.
The snake heard the announcement. She swallowed up her daughter and then brought her out. She became
even more beautiful. She swallowed her up again and brought her out again. She became white and extremely
beautiful. She was shining like the moon. She dressed her well and asked her to go to the meeting place were the
Prince was to choose a wife.
When Zina arrived, every girl in the town was there. And the Prince was there. When he saw her coming,
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shining like the moon, he instantly fell in love with her. He ordered the other girls to make way for her. He chose
her, took her aside and they talked like lovers. When they were to part, he gave her his ring as his first present.
She went home and told her mother what had happened. They were very happy. She swallowed her up and
then brought her out. She became black and ugly. The following day, she collected firewood and took it to town.
When she took it to the Emir’s house, they bought it. She sat down to rest for a while. The Prince came to eat
food. He sat and he ordered her to get out as he wanted to eat. She stood up, and is she was passing him, she
raised her hand.
The Prince saw his ring.
He called her and asked her where she had got the ring. She told him that she was the one he had chosen the
previous day. She told him that if he still loved her, he must go and see her mother outside the town. He said he
would.
Then the Prince went to Zina’s house on the outskirts of the town. He saw that her mother was a snake, but it
did not bother him. He greeted her and he said that he wanted to marry her daughter. The snake replied,
“Aren’t you the one who said that you wouldn’t eat in her presence because she was too ugly?” He said,
“Yes. I did, but I am very sorry now.”
He begged her for forgiveness and begged and begged. She forgave him. They became engaged. When the
wedding day came, the snake swallowed Zina up and then brought her out, in again and out, until she became
more beautiful than ever. People were invited, and they all gathered—dankam!
Their room was furnished with plates, bowls of silver and gold. The room was shining like the moon. The
Prince was very happy. They lived together happily.
When the Emir, the father of the Prince, saw the girl he also fell in love with her. He made passes at her, but
she ignored him. He did not know what to do to get at her. Then he made a plan. He asked the Prince to follow
him for a stroll outside the town. They came to a well and the Emir pushed him in. He returned home alone. Zina
asked him and he said that he did not know. He again made a pass at her, and she again paid not attention to him.
He then left her alone thinking that she would eventually respond to him.
There was a Fulani woman who brought milk to the Emir every day. When she brought the milk, he bought
four calabashes and asked her to take two to his wives and two to Zina. Zina always refused to accept the milk.
The Fulani woman brought the milk every day, and the Emir bought four calabashes every day—two for his wives
and two for his daughter-in-law. Zina never drank the milk.\fn{ The text has: water.}
One day, the Fulani woman was passing near the well in which the Prince had been pushed. She heard a noise.
She came and looked down. She saw a man in it. She brought him out. He thanked her and asked her where she
was going. She told him that she was taking milk to the Emir’s house. He gave her his ring and asked her to put it
in the calabash that she was to take to his wife. She agreed.
When she came to the Emir, he bought four calabashes as usual. He asked her to take two to his wives and two
to Zina. When Zina was pouring the milk into her own container, she saw the ring. She was surprised and very
happy. She asked the Fulani woman and she told her all that had happened. She also described where the well
was. Zina thanked the Fulani woman for saving the life of her husband.
In the afternoon, towards sunset, Zina sent for the Emir. She said that she wanted some courtiers to take her for
a ride outside the town. The Emir was happy because he thought that she was responding to his passion. So he
ordered a hundred courtiers on horses to take her out for a ride.
She also rode a horse. The courtiers followed her. She took them to the place which the Fulani woman had
described to her. She saw her husband lying down, almost dead. She rushed to him, washed him and gave him
clothes that she had brought. She also strapped around his neck a golden sword she had brought along.
He became well again. He rode a horse, and the courtiers followed him. They came to the palace and found the
Emir. He was surprised to see his son. The Prince asked,
“O you people, what does one do with his enemy?” They replied,
“Killing!”
He drew the golden sword and cut off the Emir’s head. He was there and then chosen to become the new Emir.
He lived with his wife forever.
151.115 The Second Visit\fn{by Regina Tom Nkere-Uwem (1964-

)}

Maiduguri, Borono State, Nigeria (F) 4

Many, many years ago, Death informed people before he took their souls to heaven or hell.
During that time, in a village called Dauriya, lived a young man whose name was Mallam Gardi. He was a
very muscular young man who loved hard work. He did the hardest work which most men, even those stronger
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than he was, would not dare attempt. He was, therefore, a very good farmer. His harvests were the best in the
village every year. When he went fishing, he caught the biggest fish in his net because he was a skillful swimmer
and could go deep into the sea to cast his net.
He was so hardworking that young men of his age hated him. This dislike stemmed from the fact that he made
them appear lazy because they could neither match his strength nor his intelligence.
Mallam was so engulfed in hard work that he failed to realize that most of his age mates had all taken wives
and had children. One day, his mother called him and told him it was time he took a wife. To her great surprise,
Mallam agreed.
“Mother, if I must marry, I would like to marry Uwani the daughter of Mallam Abdullahi,” he said calmly.
“Yes, Uwani is a very good girl. I am glad she is your choice,” said his mother happily.
The wedding of Uwani to Mallam was the talk of the village and its environs for a long time. Most people had
memories of how they had so stuffed themselves with food, that they could barely move. After the wedding,
Mallam took his young beautiful wife to his own house where they settled down to a blessed life together.
Unlike all the other couples in the village, Mallam ate his food with his wife on the same mat and from the
same bowl. They often told each other stories after their evening meal, which marked. the end of a very successful
day for them. In the morning of every day, Mallam would go to his farm and later catch some fish which he sent
home to Uwani. Uwani on her own part, washed the clothes in the stream, fetched some water and cooked their
meals.
One day, while they were .sitting down discu$sing after their evening meal, they heard a knock on the door.
“Yes, come in,” said Uwani casually.
They waited for a while but no one entered. Mallam then gathered his loin cloth and gare\fn{Sleeveless tunic.}
and went to the zaure.\fn{The entrance hall to the compound, usually a round hut, traditionally used to receive visitors while
simultaneously preventing them from entering the main house. }
There, he saw a figure covered in black from head to toe. Everything about him was black, even those things
that should naturally be white, like the whites of his eyes and his teeth.
“Good evening to you,” said the visitor.
“Good evening to you, sir, and may you live long,” said Mallam, looking curiously at his visitor.
“Oh! yes, yes I will live long,” he replied with a hint of boastfulness in his voice.
“Come in and sit with us,” said Mallam to him.
“No, thank you,” he said and paused.
“I am Death,” he said, “and I have come to tell you that next week Friday, after the Juma’at prayers, I will
come to take you.”
“Next week?” cried Mallam Gardi. “To take me? But I have just married. My life has just begun. Please Death!
could you not give me some more time? Let me have children of my own? Help my old parents who need me
more than ever before? And my young wife, to leave her a widow in her teens! Oh please! Death think about this
action, think about my dependants, the misery that will come to them if I die now. Please Death! Please sir, I beg
of you, I am begging you sir …” He cried and went down on his knees at Death’s feet.
“Next week Friday, Mallam Gardi. After the Juma’at prayers,” said Death coldly and left.
Mallam broke down and wept. Uwani who had overheard Death’s last statement ran to her husband and asked
“Who was that? What will happen next Friday after the Juma’at prayers? … Mallam, answer me please!” she
pleaded and fell on her knees beside him. “What is it Mallam? Can you not tell your wife what the problem is?
Please my husband,” she continued.
“It is Death, Uwani,” he managed to say between sobs.
“Death!” screamed Uwani with eyes almost popping out of their sockets.
“Yes, Death. He is coming for me next week Friday,” answered Mallam sadly
“But why now? And why you my husband? When he comes, he will take the two of us,” said Uwani, weeping.
They remained there for some time. Mallam had stopped crying. He consoled Uwani who was still crying. He
was thinking. He knew he had to think of something fast for it was not fair that he should die only six months
after marriage. Death should have taken him long ago, he thought. Why did he wait until my life became an
integral part of another? There is nothing more wicked, more thoughtless, and more heartless than Death. He
creeps in on you when your life is just beginning to blossom.
“Uwani,” said Mallam, “I will not go with Death!” he whispered into her ears.
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“No? How? Do you have a plan?” cried Uwani anxiously as she looked into his distant eyes as they gleamed in
the night.
“Yes,” he told her and whispered his plan into her ear. He did it with great care, fearing that Death or some evil
spirits lurking in the darkness might overhear them.
*
Mallam and Uwani woke up the next day and went about their chores as if nothing had happened the night
before. The reason, however, for this air of confidence was the plan they had at hand.
When the incident came to her mind later in the day, Uwani just waved it aside like a bad dream she shared
with her husband and soon forgot about it.
In the evening when Mallam Gardi came back from the farm, he looked the same to Uwani. Except for the
fatigue that showed on his face, he was the same handsome man she had married six months ago. She gave him
water to take his bath and later, placed ilieir food on the mat where they sat down together and ate quietly.
This was how the days went by for the young couple.
On Wednesday of that week, Mallam told his wife he was going to the market. He took the little money that he
had saved and counted out ten cowries.
“I will buy some foodstuff at the market,” he told his wife and left.
Uwani did not say a word in reply because she knew that what she had been treating as a bad dream was about
to come true. Mallam had started to put his plans into action. Marketing had always been her domain. This twist
in events and the strangeness of it all, made her very sad and she broke down and wept. She wept like she had
never done before and when the burning tears no longer poured down her lovely cheeks, she just lay there on the
sand in her courtyard and slept.
Mallam’s footsteps as he walked into the house woke her up. She stood up and noticed that he had two bundles
under his arms. She helped him with them. One was a white mat rolled up, which she took and leaned against the
angle of the wall; then she took the bag which contained foodstuff, and kept it by her fireplace.
She noticed also that his countenance had changed. After some time, Mallam told her he wanted something to
eat but Uwani just started to weep again. He walked over and comforted her.
“It’s all right,” he said soothingly and wiped away her tears with the edge of his gare. He held her at arm’s
length and looked into her sullen face for a long time as if taking note of the minutest details on her face for the
last time.
“Don’t cry Uwani,” he said to her in a whisper. “I am here, and will always be here with you dead or alive.”
The last word came with difficulty as if he was no longer sure if he would be alive to take care of her. He turned
his face away quickly to hide his own tears. Theystood like that for some time both weeping.
“After supper, I will go to visit our parents,” he said with a shaky voice.
“You want to tell them?” asked Uwani avoiding his eyes.
“No. No. No; just to see them and tell them we are well,” he said quickly.
“To tell them we are well? Are we well, Mallam? Are we?” She implored but he did not answer. He just
walked to his dark room and left her standing there.
After their meal, Mallam went first to his wife’s parents and greeted them. They were very happy to see him.
They asked after their daughter.
“She is very well.” Mallam told them and left after staying with them for some time.
When he found himself at his parent's home, he could not hide his distress any longer. He told his father that he
did not feel well and then left soon after.
That night, Mallam slept very little and on Thursday he stayed at home throughout. Uwani could not even cook
that day. They managed with the leftovers of the previous night. Thursday night was also a bad one for the young
couple. Neither of them could sleep. They just clung to each other, Uwani sobbing most of the time.
On that Friday morning, Mallam stood up and then told Uwani to be strong as well. They had their bath and
changed into clean clothes. They ate some leftovers again and sat together on their old mat just looking into the
distance.
A distant shrill cry, broke their silence and Uwani’s heart began to beat violently because she knew it was the
Imam’s call for the Juma’at prayer. Soon the prayers would be over; a terrible sense of the impending disaster
made her feel as if her heart would stop She began to rehearse in her mind what Mallam had told her to do.
Mallam went calmly to the mat. He took it and spread it on the floor. Then he went to the edge of the mat and
lay straight with his arms close to his sides and beckoned to Uwani to take charge thereafter.
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Uwani began to roll him into the mat until it got to the end. As she did so, sweat oozed out of her body. She
wiped the large droplets of sweat from her forehead and rubbed her palms on her wrapper. Then she dragged the
cylindrical bundle to the wall, lifted it upright and leaned it against the wall, as it had been before.
Uwani tore off the edge of her wrapper and tied it round the mat and secured its ends. She got a little stool and
climbed to see if her husband’s head was sticking out of the top of the mat. Satisfied with herself, she went back
to her chores, still very frightened of what lay ahead.
*
Soon after this, she heard a knock on the door of the zaure.
“Yes, come in,” she said as calmly as she could manage.
“I have come for Mallam, ten him I am here.” said Death.
“Mallam!” said Uwani trying to sound surprised. “he travelled since Wednesday. He is not back yet.”
“He travelled?” asked Death hoarsely.
“Yes.”
“To where?”
“To see his maternal grandparents about seven villages away,” said Uwani.
“Seven villages away, heh?”.
“Yes.” After considering the situation for some time Death continued:
“All right then, when he comes back, tell him that I came. Tell him I will come back at the same time next
week.”
“I will give him your message when he comes back,” echoed Uwani with excitement.
When she was sure Death had gone., she ran to Mallam and hurriedly untied him.
“Mallam, Mallam, you are wonderful,” she sang as she untied him. When she saw him rolling out of the mat
with a beaming smile on his face, her happiness knew no bounds. She knelt down and raised her hands upwards in
supplication.
“I told you it was going to work,” said Mallam as he drew Uwani to himself and held her in a warm embrace.
“Did you hear what he said?” asked Uwani still in his arms.
“Yes, and everything that you told him. You were wonderful. This calls for a celebration!” shouted Mallam.
*
So, Mallam and Uwani celebrated their victory over death with plenty of food and drinks. That night, they
slept off their accumulated fatigue. Soon, they were back to their daily chores as if nothing had happened. In a
matter of days, Uwani regained her lost radiance and she blossomed in the sun and glowed in the moonlight like
wild jasmine. They busied \hemselves with hard work in the day and in the evening, they told stories. Mallam told
stories of a hyena and helpless lambs.
The days ran by and soon it was Thursday night. They did not bother themselves with the thought that
tomorrow would be Friday and that they had a date with Death. They were confident that their problem would
remain under control.
They slept soundly that night and Uwani dreamt of Mallam in a beautiful house. She saw him with a white
face as if covered by ash. He called to her several times to walk into his embrace but she refused.
In the morning, she thought the dream was most bizarre, but as she busied herself with her morning chores, she
put the dream out of her thoughts. The shrill call to the Friday prayer once again rushed into her ears. As careful
as last Friday, Uwani wrapped Mal.lam into the long mat and placed it against the wall as before.
Soon, there was a knock on the door and Death called out for Mallam.
“He is not yet back, Sir,” said Uwani to him.
“He is not?” queried Death.
“No sir.”
“Woman do you know me?” shouted Death.
“Yes Sir,” said Uwani confidently.
“Who am I?” screamed Death.
“Our father,” said Uwani.
“Your father? I am not your father though my blood flows in you: I am a part of you all. Wherever you go, I
hover over your heads. You are all a part of this my great cloak.”
He spread out his pitch dark cape and Uwani saw him for the first time.
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“I have my mark and tie for every soul,” he continued. “If I decide to take a soul at conception, I make it flow
through a bloody stream. I do not steal away souls as you all think; I take because what I take rightly belongs to
me—Death,” said Death with a throb in his voice.
“Yes sir, yes sir,” said Uwani confused.
“Tell your husband when he comes back that I have taken that thing in the mat because it belongs to me,” he
thundered.
“In the mat? No! no!, please. No, please, please. Please, No!” cried Uwani as she ran and .untied the mat.
Death’s final words hit her:
“In all your cleverness to outsmart me you forgot that the way to live on is to have a child. I gave you a chance
to live on in a son. You missed it. Don’t blame me.”
254.43 Excerpt from Everything Good Will Come: A Novel\fn{by Sefi Atta (1964- )} Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria
(F) 15
From the beginning I believed whatever I was told, downright lies even, about how best to behave, although I had
my own inclinations. At an age when other Nigerian girls were masters at ten-ten, the game in which we stamped our
feet in rhythm and tried to outwit partners with sudden knee jerks, my favorite moments were spent sitting on a jetty
pretending to fish. My worst was to hear my mother’s shout from her kitchen window:
“Enitan, come and help in here.”
I’d run back to the house. We lived by Lagos Lagoon. Our yard stretched over an acre and was surrounded by a
high wooden fence that could drive splinters into careless fingers. I played, carelessly, on the West side because the
East side bordered the mangroves of Ikoyi Park and I’d once seen a water snake slither past. Hot, hot were the days as
I remember them, with runny-egg sunshine and brief breezes. The early afternoons were for eat and sleep breaks: eat a
heavy lunch, sleep like a drunk. The late afternoons, after homework, I spent on our jetty, a short wooden promenade I
could walk in three steps, if I took long enough strides to strain the muscles between my thighs.
I would sit on its cockle-plastered edge and wait for the water to lap at my feet, fling my fishing rod, which
was made from tree branch, string, and a cork from one of my father’s discarded wine bottles. Sometimes
fishermen came close, rowing in a rhythm that pleased me more than chewing on fried tripe; their skins charred,
almost gray from sun-dried sea salt. They spoke in the warble of island people, yodeling across their canoes. I was
never tempted to jump into the lagoon as they did. It gave off the smell of raw fish and was the kind of dirty
brown I knew would taste like vinegar. Plus, everyone knew about the currents that could drag a person away.
Bodies usually showed up days later, bloated, stiff and rotten. True.
It wasn’t that I had big dreams of catching fish. They wriggled too much and I couldn’t imagine watching another
living being suffocate. But my parents had occupied everywhere else with their fallings-out; their trespasses
unforgivable. Walls could not save me from the shouting. A pillow, if I stuffed my head under it, could not save me. My
hands could not, till clamped them over my ears and stuffed my head under a pillow. So there it was, the jetty, my
protectorate, until the day my mother decided it was to be demolished.
The priest in her church had a vision of fishermen breaking into our house: They would come at night,
labalaba. They would come unarmed, yimiyimi. They would steal valuables, tolotolo.
The very next day, three workmen replaced our jetty with a barbed wire fence and my mother kept watch over
them; the same way she watched our neighbors; the same way she checked our windows for evil spirits outside at
night; the same way she glared at our front door long after my father had walked out. I knew he would be furious. He
was away on a law conference and when he returned and saw her new fence, he ran outside shouting like a crazed
man. Nothing, nothing, would stop my mother, he said, until she’d destroyed everything in our house, because of that
church of hers. What kind of woman was she? What kind of selfish, uncaring, woman was she?
He enjoyed that view. Warm, breezy evenings on the verandah overlooking it is how I remember him, easy as the
cane chair in which he sat. He was usually there in the dry season, which lasted most of the year; scarcely in the chilly
harmattan, which straddled Christmas and New Year, and never in the swampy rainy season that made our verandah
floor slippery over the summer vacation. I would sit on the steps and watch him and his two friends: Uncle Alex, a
sculptor, who smoked a pipe that smelled like melted coconut, and Uncle Fatai, who made me laugh because his name
fitted his roly-poly face. He too was a lawyer like my father and they had all been at Cambridge together. Three
musketeers in the heart of darkness, they called themselves there; they stuck together and hardly anyone spoke to
them. Sometimes they frightened me with their stories of western Nigeria (which my father called the wild West),
where people threw car tires over other people and set them on fire because they belonged to different political
factions. Uncle Alex blamed the British for the fighting:
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“Them and their bloody empire. Come here and divide our country like one of their bloody tea cakes. Driving on
the left side of the bloody road …”
The day the Civil War broke out, he delivered the news. Uncle Fatai arrived soon afterward and they bent heads as
if in prayer to listen to the radio. Through the years, from their arguments about federalists, secessionists, and bloody
British, I’d amassed as much knowledge about the events in my country as any seven-year-old could. I knew that our
first Prime Minister was killed by a Major General, that the Major General was soon killed, and that we had another
Major General heading our country. For a while the palaver had stopped, and now it seemed the Biafrans were trying
to split our country in two.
Uncle Fatai broke the silence.
“Hope our boys finish them off.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Uncle Alex asked.
“They want a fight,” Uncle Fatai said. “We’ll give them a fight.” Uncle Alex prodded his chest, almost toppling
him over.
“Can you fight? Can you?” My father tried to intervene but he warned,
“Keep out of this, Sunny.”
My father eventually asked Uncle Alex to leave. He patted my head as he left and we never saw him in our house
again.
Over the next months, I would listen to radio bulletins on how our troops were faring against the Biafrans. I
would hear the slogan:
“To keep Nigeria one is a task that must be done.”
My father would ask me to hide under my bed whenever we had bomb raid alerts. Sometimes I heard him
talking about Uncle Alex; how he’d known beforehand there was going to be a civil war; how he’d joined the
Biafrans and died fighting for them even though he hated guns.
I loved my uncle Alex; thought that if I had to marry a man, it would be a man like him, an artist, who cared
too much or not at all. He gave my father the nickname Sunny, though my father’s real name was Bandele Sunday
Taiwo. Now, everyone called my father Sunny, like they called my mother Mama Enitan, after me, though her real name
was Arin. I was their first child, their only child now, since my brother died. He lived his life between sickle cell crises.
My mother joined a church to cure him, renounced Anglicanism and herself, it seemed, because one day, my brother had
another crisis and she took him there for healing. He died, three years old. I was five.
In my mother’s church they wore white gowns. They walked around on bare feet, and danced to drums. They
were baptized in a stream of holy water and drank from it to cleanse their spirits. They believed in spirits; evil ones
sent by other people to wreak havoc, and reborn spirits, which would not stay long on earth. Their incantations,
tireless worship and praise. I could bear even the sight of my mother throwing her hands up and acting as I’d never
seen her act in an Anglican church. But I was sure that if the priest came before me and rolled his eyeballs back as he
did when he was about to have a vision, that would be the end of me.
He had a bump on his forehead, an expression as if he were sniffing something bad. He pronounced his visions
between chants that sounded like the Yoruba words for butterfly, dung beetle, and turkey: labalaba, yimiyimi, tolotolo.
He smelled of incense. The day he stood before me, I kept my eyes on the hem of his cassock. I was a reborn spirit, he
said, like my brother, and my mother would have to bring me for cleansing. I was too young, she said. My time
would soon come, he said. Turkey, turkey, turkey.
The rest of the day I walked around with the dignity of the aged and troubled, held my stomach in until I
developed cramps. Death would hurt, I knew, and I did not want to see my brother like that, as a ghost. My father only
had to ask how I was feeling, when I collapsed before him.
“I’m going to die,” I said. He asked for an explanation.
“You’re not going back there again,” he said.
Sundays after that, I spent at home. My mother would go off to church, and my father would leave the house, too.
Then Bisi, our house girl, would sneak next door to see Akanni, the driver who blared his juju music, or he’d come to
see her and they would both go off to the servants’ quarters, leaving me with Baba, our gardener, who worked on
Sundays.
At least, during the Civil War, Bisi would sometimes invite me over to hear Akanni’s stories about the war front far
away. How Biafran soldiers stepped on land mines that blew up their legs like crushed tomatoes; how Biafran
children ate lizard flesh to stay alive. The Black Scorpion was one of Nigeria’s hero soldiers. He wore a string of
charms around his neck and bullets ricocheted off his chest. I was old enough to listen to such tales without being
frightened, but was still too young to be anything but thrilled by them. When the war ended three years later, I missed
them.
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Television in those days didn’t come on until six o’clock in the evening. The first hour was news and I never
watched the news, except that special day when the Apollo landed on the moon. After that, children in school said you
could get Apollo, a form of conjunctivitis, by staring at an eclipse too long. Tarzan, Zorro, Little John, and the entire
Cartwright family on Bonanza were there, with their sweet and righteous retaliations, to tell me any other fact I
needed to know about the world. And oblivious to any biased messages I was receiving, I sympathized with Tarzan
(those awful natives!), thought Indians were terrible people and memorized the happy jingles of foreign
multinational companies:
“Mobil keeps your engine—Beep, beep, king of the road.”
If Alfred Hitchcock came on, I knew it was time to go to bed. Or if it was Doris Day. I couldn’t bear her song,
“Que Sera.”
I approached adolescence with an extraordinary number of body aches, finished my final year of primary
school, and began the long wait for secondary school. Secondary school didn’t start until early October, so the
summer vacation stretched longer than normal. The rains poured, dried up, and each day passed like the one
before unless something special happened, like the afternoon Baba found iguana eggs, or the morning a rabid dog
bit our night watchman, or the evening Bisi and Akanni fought. I heard them shouting and rushed to the servants’
quarters to watch.
Akanni must have thought he was Muhammad Ali. He was shadow boxing around Bisi.
“What’s my name? What’s my name?”
Bisi lunged forward and slapped his face. He reached for her collar and ripped her blouse.
“My bress? My bress?”
She spat in his face and grabbed the gold chain around his neck. They both crashed into the dust and didn’t
stop kicking till Baba lay flat out on the ground.
“No more,” he said. “No more, I beg of you.”
Most days were not that exciting. And I was beginning to get bored of the wait when, two weeks to the end of the
vacation, everything changed. It was the third Sunday of September 1971, late in the afternoon. I was playing with
my catapult when I mistakenly struck Baba as he was trimming the lawn. He chased after me with his machete and I
ran into the barbed wire fence, snagging my sleeve. Yoruba tradition has us believe that Nature heralds the beginning
of a person’s transition: to life, adulthood, and death. A rooster’s crow, sudden rainfall, a full moon, seasonal
changes. I had no such salutations as I remember it.
*
“Serves you right,” came a girl’s voice.
A nose appeared between the wide gap in the fence, followed by a brown eye. I freed my sleeve from the
barbed wire fence and rubbed my elbow.
“For running around like that,” she said. “With no head or tail. It serves you right that you got chooked.”
She looked nothing like the Bakare children who lived next door. I’d seen them through the wide gap in our fence
and they were as dark as me; younger, too. Their father had two wives who organized outdoor cooking jamborees.
They always looked pregnant, and so did he in his flowing robes. He was known as Engineer Bakare. He was Uncle
Fatai’s friend and Uncle Fatai called him Alhaji Bakare, because he’d been on pilgrimage to Mecca. To us he was Chief
Bakare. He threw a huge party after his chieftancy ceremony last year and no one could sleep that night for the sound
of his juju band badabooming through our walls. Typical Lagos people, my father said. They made merry till they
dropped, or until their neighbors did.
“I’m Sheri,” she said, as if I’d asked for her name.
“I’ve never seen you before,” I said.
“So?” She had a sharp mouth, I thought, as she burst into giggles.
“Can I come to your house?” she asked. I glanced around the yard, because my mother didn't want me playing
with the Bakare children.
“Come.”
I was bored. I waited by the barbed wire fence, forgot about my torn sleeve, even about Baba who had chased me.
He, apparently, had forgotten me too, because he was cutting grass by the other fence. Minutes later, she walked in.
Just as I thought, she was a half-caste. She wore a pink skirt and her white top ended just above her navel. With her
short afro, her face looked like a sunflower. I noticed she wore pink lipstick.
“How old are you?” I accused.
“Eleven,” she said.
“Me too.”
“Eh? Small girl like you?” she said.
At least I was a decent eleven-year-old. She barely reached my shoulders, even in her high heel shoes. I told her
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my birthday was next January, but she said I was still her junior. Her birthday was two months earlier, in November.
“I’m older, I’m senior. Don’t you know? That’s how it is. My younger brothers and sisters call me Sister Sheri at
home.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“It’s true,” she said.
Breeze rustled through the hibiscus patch. She eyed me up and down.
“Did you see the executions on television last night?”
“What executions?”
“The armed robbers.”
“No.”
I was not allowed to watch; my father was against capital punishment. She smiled.
“Ah, it was good. They shot them on the beach. Tied them, covered their eyes. One, two, three.”
“Dead?”
“Pafuka,” she said and dropped her head to one side.
I imagined the scene on the beach where public executions were held. The photographs usually showed up
in the newspapers a day later.
“Where is your mother from?” I asked.
“England.”
“Does she live there?”
“She’s dead.”
She spoke as if telling the time: three o'clock sharp, four o’clock dead. Didn’t she care? I felt ashamed about my
brother’s death, as if I had a bad leg that people could tease me about.
“Yei,” she exclaimed. She’d spotted a circus of flying fish on the lagoon. I, too, watched them flipping over and
diving in. They rarely surfaced from the water. They disappeared and the water was still again.
“Do you have brothers and sisters?” she asked.
“Nope.”
“You must be spoiled rotten.”
“No, I’m not.”
“Yes, you are. Yes, you are. I can see it in your face.”
She spun around and began to boast. She was the oldest of the Bakare children. She had seven brothers and
sisters. She would be starting boarding school in two weeks, in another city, and she—
“I got into Royal College,” I said, to shut her up.
“Eyack! It’s all girls!”
“It’s still the best school in Lagos.”
“All girls is boring.”
“Depends how you look at it,” I said, quoting my father.
Through the fence we heard Akanni’s juju music. Sheri stuck her bottom out and began to wriggle. She dived
lower and wormed up.
“You like juju music?” I asked.
“Yep. Me and my grandma, we dance to it.”
“You dance with your grandma?”
“I live with her.”
The only grandparent I’d known was my father’s mother, who was now dead, and she scared me because of the
grayish-white films across her pupils. My mother said she got them from her wickedness. The music stopped.
“These flowers are nice,” Sheri said, contemplating them as she might an array of chocolates. She plucked one
of them and planted it behind her ear.
“Is it pretty?”
I nodded. She looked for more and began to pick them one by one. Soon she had five hibiscus in her hair. She
picked her sixth as we heard a cry from across the yard. Baba was charging toward us with his machete in the air.
“You! Get away from there!”
Sheri caught sight of him and screamed. We ran round the side of the house and hobbled over the gravel on the
front drive.
“Who was that?” Sheri asked, rubbing her chest. I took short breaths.
“Our gardener.”
“I’m afraid of him.”
“Baba can’t do anything. He likes to scare people.” She sucked her teeth.
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“Look at his legs crooked as crab’s, his lips red as a monkey’s bottom.”
We rolled around the gravel. The hibiscus toppled out of Sheri’s afro and she kicked her legs about, relishing
her laughter and prolonging mine. She recovered first and wiped her eyes with her fingers.
“Do you have a best friend?” she asked.
“No.”
“Then, I will be your best friend.” She patted her chest. “Every day, until we go to school.”
“I can only play on Sundays,” I said.
My mother would drive her out if she ever saw her. She shrugged.
“Next Sunday then. Come to my house if you like.”
“All right,” I said.
Who would know? She was funny, and she was also rude, but that was probably because she had no home
training. She yelled from our gates.
“I’ll call you aburo, little sister, from now on. And I’ll beat you at ten-ten, wait and see.”
It’s a stupid game, I was about to say, but she’d disappeared behind the cement column. Didn’t anyone tell her
she couldn’t wear high heels? Lipstick? Any of that?
Where was her respect for an old man like Baba? She was the spoiled one. Sharp mouth and all.
*
Baba was raking the grass when I returned to the back yard.
“I’m going to tell your mother about her,” he said. I stamped my foot in frustration.
“But she’s my friend.”
“How can she be your friend? You’ve just met her, and your mother does not know her.”
“She doesn’t have to know her.”
I’d known him all my life. How could he tell? He made a face as if the memory of Sheri had left a bad taste in
his mouth.
“Your mother will not like that one.”
“Please, don’t tell. Please.”
I knelt and pressed my palms together. It was my best trick ever to wear him out.
“All right,” he said. “But I must not see you or her anywhere near those flowers again.”
“Never,” I said, scrambling to my feet. “See? I’m going inside. You won’t find me near them.”
I walked backward into the house. Baba’s legs really were like crab’s, I thought, scurrying through the living
room. Then I bumped my shin on the corner of a chair and hopped the rest of the way to my bedroom. God was
already punishing me.
My suitcase was under my bed. It was a fake leather one, large enough to accommodate me if I curled up tight, but
now it was full. I dragged it out. I had two weeks to go before leaving home, and had started packing the contents a month
early: a mosquito net, bed sheets, flip-flops, a flashlight. The props for my make-believe television adverts: bathing soap,
toothpaste, a bag of sanitary towels. I wondered what I would do with those.
As I stood before my mirror, I traced the grooves around my plaits. Sheri’s afro was so fluffy, it moved as she
talked. I grabbed a comb from my table and began to undo my plaits. My arms ached by the time I finished and my
hair flopped over my face. From my top drawer, I took a red marker and painted my lips. At least my cheeks were
smooth, unlike hers. She had a spray of rashes and was so fair-skinned. People her color got called “Yellow
Pawpaw” or “Yellow Banana” in school.
In school you were teased for being yellow or fat; for being Moslem or for being dumb; for stuttering or
wearing a bra and for being Igbo, because it meant that you were Biafran or knew people who were. I was
painting my fingernails with the marker pen, recalling other teaseable offenses, when my mother walked in. She
was wearing her white church gown.
“You’re here?” she said.
“Yes,” I said.
In her church gowns I always thought my mother resembled a column. She stood tall and squared her
shoulders, even as a child, she said. She would not play rough, or slump around, so why did I? Her question often
prompted me to walk with my back straight until I forgot.
“I thought you would be outside,” she said.
I patted my hair down. Her own hair was in two neat cornrows and she narrowed her eyes as if there were
sunlight in my room.
“Ah-ah? What is this? You’re wearing lipstick?”
I placed my pen down, more embarrassed than scared. She beckoned.
“Let me see.” Her voice softened when she saw the red ink.
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“You shouldn’t be coloring your mouth at your age. I see you’re also packing your suitcase again. Maybe
you’re ready to leave this house.” My gaze reached the ceiling.
“Where is your father?”
“I don’t know.”
“Did he say when he will be back?”
“No.” She surveyed the rest of my room.
“Clean this place up.”
“Yes, Mummy.”
“And come and help me in the kitchen afterward. I want to speak to you later on tonight. Make sure you wash
your mouth before you come.”
I pretended to be preoccupied with the contents of my dressing table until she left. Using a pair of scissors, I
scraped the red ink from my nails. What did she want to speak to me about? Baba couldn’t have told.
*
My mother never had a conversation with me; she talked and knew that I was listening. I always was. The
mere sound of her footsteps made me breathe faster. She hardly raised a hand to me, unlike most mothers I knew,
who beat their children with tree branches, but she didn’t have to. I’d been caned before, for daydreaming in class,
with the side of a ruler, on my knuckles, and wondered if it wasn’t an easier punishment than having my mother
look at me as if she’d caught me playing with my own poop. Her looks were hard to forget. At least caning welts
eventually disappeared.
Holy people had to be unhappy or strict, or a mixture of both, I’d decided. My mother and her church friends, their
priest with his expression as if he was sniffing something bad. There wasn’t a choir mistress I’d seen with a friendly
face, and even in our old Anglican church people had generally looked miserable as they prayed. I’d come to terms
with these people as I’d come to terms with my own natural sinfulness. How many mornings had I got up vowing to
be holy, only to succumb to happiness by midday, laughing and running helter-skelter? I wanted to be holy; I just
couldn’t remember.
I was frying plantains in the kitchen with my mother that evening, when oil popped from the frying pan and
struck my wrist.
“Watch what you’re doing,” she said.
“Sorry,” Bisi said, peeping up from the pots she was washing. Bisi often said sorry for no reason.
I lifted the fried plantains from the pan and smacked them down with my spatula. Oil spitting, chopping
knives. Onions. Kitchen work was ugly. When I was older I would starve myself so I wouldn’t have to cook. That
was my main plan.
A noise outside startled me. It was my father coming through the back door.
“I knock on my front door these days and no one will answer,” he muttered.
The door creaked open and snapped shut behind him. Bisi rushed to take his briefcase and he shooed her away.
I smiled at my father. He was always miserable after work, especially when he returned from court. He was
skinny with a voice that cracked and I pitied him whenever he complained:
“I’m working all day, to put clothes on your back, food in your stomach, pay your school fees. All I ask is for
peace when I get home. Instead you give me wahala. Daddy can I buy ice-cream. Daddy can I buy Enid Blyton.
Daddy my jeans are torn. Daddy, Daddy, Daddy. You want me dead?” He loosened his tie.
“I see your mother is making you understudy her again.”
I took another plantain and sliced its belly open, hoping for more of his sympathy. My mother shook a pot of stew
on the stove and lifted its lid to inspect the contents.
“It won’t harm her to be in here,” she said.
I eased the plantain out and began to slice it into circles. My father opened the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of
beer. Again Bisi rushed to his aid, and this time he allowed her to open the bottle.
“You should tell her young girls don’t do this anymore,” he said.
“Who said?” my mother asked.
“And if she asks where you learned such nonsense, tell her from your father and he’s for the liberation of women.”
He stood at attention and saluted. My father was not a serious man, I thought.
“All women except your wife,” my mother said.
Bisi handed him his glass of beer. I thought he hadn’t heard because he began to drink. He lowered the glass.
“I’ve never asked you to be in here cooking for me.”
“Ah, well,” she said, wiping her hands with a dishcloth. “But you never ask me not to either.” He nodded in
agreement.
“It is hard to compete with your quest for martyrdom.”
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My mother made a show of inspecting the fried plantains. She pointed to the pan and I emptied too many plantain pieces
into it. The oil hissed and fumes filled the air.
Whenever my father spoke good English like that, I knew he was angry. I didn’t understand what he meant most times. This
time, he placed his empty glass on the table and grabbed his briefcase.
“Don’t wait up for me.”
My mother followed him. As they left the kitchen, I crept to the door to spy on them. Bisi turned off the tap to hear their
conversation and I rounded on her with all the rage a whisper could manage:
“Stop listening to people’s private conversations! You’re always listening to people’s private conversations!” She snapped
her fingers at me, and I snapped mine back and edged toward the door hinge.
My parent’s quarrels were becoming more senseless; not more frequent or more loud. One wrong word from my father
could bring on my mother’s rage. He was a wicked man. He had always been a wicked man. She would shout Bible
passages at him. He would remain calm. At times like this, I could pity my mother, if only for my father’s expression. It
was the same as the boys in school who lifted your skirt and ran. They looked just as confused once the teacher got hold of
their ears. My mother rapped the dining table.
“Sunny, whatever you’re doing out there, God is watching you. You can walk out of that door, but you cannot
escape His judgment.” My father fixed his gaze on the table.
“I can’t speak for Him, but I remember He will not be mocked. You want to use the Bible as a shield against everyone?
Use it. One day we will both meet our maker. I will tell him all I have done. Then you can tell him what you have done.”
He walked away in the direction of their bedroom. My mother returned to the kitchen. I thought she might
scold me after she found my plantains burning, but she didn’t. I hurried over and flipped them.
*
A frown may have chewed her face up, but one time my mother had smiled. I’d seen black and white photographs
of her, her hair pressed and curled and her eyebrows penciled into arches. She was a chartered secretary and my father
was in his final year of university when they met. Many men tried to chase her. Many, he said, until he wrote her one
love letter. One, he boasted, and the rest didn’t stand a chance.
“Your mother was the best dancer around. The best dressed girl ever. The tiniest waist, I’m telling you. The tiniest. I
could get my hand around it, like this, before you came along and spoiled it.”
He would simulate how he struggled to hug her. My mother was not as big as he claimed. She was plump, in
the way mothers were plump; her arms shook like jelly. My father no longer told the joke and I was left to
imagine that it was true that she had once showed him affection. If she didn’t any more it was because it was there
in the Bible: God got jealous.
After dinner I went to their bedroom to wait. I still had no idea what my mother wanted to speak to me about. My
father had left the air-conditioner on and it blew remnants of mosquito repellent and cologne into my face. Their
mosquito net hung over me and I inspected my shin which had developed a bump since my collision with the sofa.
My mother walked in. Already I felt like crying. Could Baba have told? If so, he was responsible for the
trouble I was in. My mother sat opposite me.
“Do you remember, when you used to come to church with me, that some of the sisters would miss church for
a week?”
“Yes, Mummy.”
“Do you know why they missed church?”
“No.”
“Because they were unclean,” she said.
Immediately I looked at the air-conditioner. My mother began to speak in Yoruba. She told me the most awful thing
about blood and babies and why it was a secret.
“I will not marry,” I said.
“You will,” she said.
“I will not have children.”
“Yes you will. All women want children.”
Sex was a filthy act, she said, and I must always wash myself afterward. Tears filled my eyes. The prospect of
dying young seemed better now.
“Why are you crying?” she asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Come here,” she said. “I have prayed for you and nothing bad will come your way.”
She patted my back. I wanted to ask, what if the bleeding started during morning assembly? What if I needed to pee
during sex? Before this, I’d had blurred images of a man lying on top of a woman. Now that the images had been
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brought into focus, I was no longer sure of what came in and went out of where. My mother grabbed my shoulders and
stood me up.
“What are you thinking?” she asked.
“Nothing,” I said.
“Go and wash your face,” she said tapping me toward the door.
In the bathroom mirror I checked my face for changes. I tugged at the skin below my eyes, stretched my lips,
stuck my tongue out. Nothing.
There was a time I couldn’t wait to be grown because of my mother’s wardrobe. She had buckled, strapped, and
beaded shoes. I would slip my feet into them, hoping for the gap behind my heels to close, and run my hands
through her dresses and wrappers of silver and gold embroidery. Caftans were fashionable, though they really were a
slimmer version of the agbadas women in our country had been wearing for years. I liked one red velvet caftan she
had in particular, with small circular mirrors that sparkled like chandeliers. The first time my mother wore it was on
my father’s birthday. I was heady that night from the smell of tobacco, whiskey, perfume, and curry. I carried a small
silver tray of meat balls on sticks and served it to guests. I was wearing a pink polyester babushka. Uncle Alex had
just shown me how to light a pipe. My mother was late getting changed because she was busy cooking. When she
walked into the living room, everyone cheered. My father accepted congratulations for spoiling his wife.
“My money goes to her,” he said.
On nights like this I watched my mother style her hair from start to finish. She straightened it with a hot comb
that crackled through her hair and sent up pomade fumes. She complained about the process. It took too long and hurt
her arms. Sometimes, the hot comb burnt her scalp. She preferred to wear her hair in two cornrows, and on the days my
brother fell ill, her hair could be just as it was when she woke up.
“It’s my house,” she would say. “If anybody doesn’t like it they can leave.”
It was easy to tell she wanted to embarrass my father. People thought a child couldn’t understand, but I’d quarreled
with friends in school before, and I wouldn’t speak to them until they apologized, or at least until I’d forgotten that they
hadn’t. I understood, well enough to protect my parent’s vision of my innocence. My mother needed quiet, my father
would say.
“I know,” I would say. My father was always out, my mother would complain.
I wouldn’t say a word.
*
All week I looked forward to going to Sheri’s house. Sometimes I went to the hibiscus patch, hoping she would
appear. I never stayed there long enough. I’d forgotten about sex, even about the bump on my shin which had flattened
to a purple bruise.
This week, my parents were arguing about particulars. My father had lost his driver’s license and car insurance
certificate. He said my mother had hidden them.
“I did not hide your particulars,” she said.
He asked if I’d seen them. I had not seen his particulars, I said. I finally joined in his search for the lost
particulars and was beginning to imagine I was responsible for them when he found them.
“Where I already looked,” he said. “See?”
I was tired of them. Sunday morning, after my parents left, I visited the house next door for the first time—against
my mother’s orders, but it was worth knowing a girl my age in the neighborhood. The place was full of boys, four
who lived across the road. They laughed whenever they saw me and pretended to vomit. Next to them was an
English boy who played fetch games with his Alsatian, Ranger. Sometimes he had rowdy bicycle races with the four
across the road; other times he sent Ranger after them when they teased him for being white and unable to stomach
hot peppers:
“Oyinbo pepper, if you eat-ee pepper, you go yellow more-more!”
Two boys lived further down the road and their mother had filled half the teeth of my classmates. They were
much older.
With boys there always had to be noise and trouble. They caught frogs and grasshoppers, threw stones at
windows, set off fireworks. There was Bisi at home, who really was a girl, because she was not old enough to be
married, but she was just as rough. She watched whenever Baba beheaded chickens for cooking, flattened the
daddy-long-legs in my bathtub with slaps. She threatened me most days, with snapped fingers. Then she
pretended in front of my mother, shaking and speaking in a high voice. I kicked a stone thinking of her. She was a
pretender.
Most houses on our quiet residential road were similar to ours, with servants’ quarters and lawns. We didn’t have
the uniformity of nearby government neighborhoods, built by the Public Works Department. Our house was a
bungalow covered in golden trumpets and bougainvillea. The Bakare’s was an enormous one-story with aquamarine
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glass shutters, so square-shaped, I thought it resembled a castle. Except for a low hedge of dried up pitanga cherries
lining the driveway and a mango tree by the house, the entire yard was cement.
I walked down the driveway, conscious of my shoes crunching the gravel. One half-eaten mango on the tree caught
my eye. Birds must have nibbled it and now ants were finishing it up. The way they scrambled over the orange flesh
reminded me of a beggar I’d seen outside my mother’s church, except his sore was pink and pus oozed out. No one
would go near him, not even to give him money which they threw on a dirty potato sack before him.
A young woman with two pert facial marks on her cheeks answered the door.
“Yesch?”
“Is Sheri in?” I asked.
“Is schleeping.”
In the living room, the curtains were drawn and the furniture sat around like mute shadows. The Bakares had the
same chairs as most people I knew, fake Louis XIV, my father called them. There wasn’t a sound and it was eleven
o’clock in the morning. At first I thought the “sch” woman was going to turn me away, then she stepped aside. I
followed her up the narrow wooden stairway, through a quiet corridor, past two doors until we reached a third.
“Scheree?” she called out.
Someone whined. I knew it was Sheri. She opened her door wearing a yellow nightgown. The “sch” woman
dragged her feet down the corridor.
“Why are you still sleeping?” I asked Sheri.
In my house that would be considered laziness. She’d been out last night, at her uncle’s fortieth birthday. She
danced throughout. Her voice did not yet sound like hers. There were clothes on the floor: white lace blouses,
colorful wrappers, and head ties. She’d been sleeping on a cloth spread over a bare mattress, and another cloth
was what she used to cover herself at night. A picture of apples and pears hung above her bed and on her bedside
table was a framed photograph of a woman in traditional dress. In the corner, some dusty shoes spilled out of a
wooden cupboard. The door dropped from a broken hinge and the mirror inside was stained brown. A table fan
perched on a desk worried the clothes on the floor from time to time.
“Is this your room?” I asked.
“Anyone’s,” she said, clearing her throat noisily.
She drew the curtains and sunlight flooded the room. She pointed to a wad of notes stashed by the photograph: the
total amount she received for dancing.
“I got the most in the family,” she said.
“Where is everyone?” I asked. She scratched her hair.
“My stepmothers are sleeping. My brothers and sisters are still sleeping. My father, I don’t know where he is.”
She reached for her behind. I screwed up my nose.
“I think you’d better have a bath.”
*
One o’clock and the entire house was awake. Sheri’s stepmothers had prepared akara, fried bean cakes, for everyone to eat. We knelt before them to say good morning, they patted our heads in appreciation.
“Both knees,” one of them ordered.
I found myself looking at two women who resembled each other, pretty with watery eyes and chiffon scarves
wrapped around their heads. I noted the gold tooth in the smile of the one who had ordered me to kneel.
In the verandah, the other children sat on chairs with bowls of akara on their laps. The girls wore dresses; the boys
were in short-sleeved shirts and shorts. Sheri had changed into a tangerine-colored maxi length dress and was strutting
around ordering them to be quiet.
“Stop fighting.”
“Gani, will you sit down?”
“Didn’t I tell you to wash your hands?”
“Kudi? What is wrong with you this morning?”
She separated a squabble here, wiped a dripping nose. I watched in amazement as they called her Sister Sheri. The
women were called Mama Gani and Mama Kudi after their firstborns.
“How many children will you have?” Sheri asked, thrusting a baby boy into my arms.
I kept my mouth still for fear of dropping him. He wriggled and felt as fragile as a crystal glass.
“One,” I said.
“Why not half, if you like?” Sheri asked.
I was not offended. Her rudeness had been curtailed by nature. Whenever she sucked her teeth, her lips didn’t
quite curl, and her dirty looks flashed through lashes as thick as moth wings. She knew all the rude sayings: mouth
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like a duck, dumb as a zero with a dot in it. If I said “So?” she said, “Sew your button on your shirt.” When I asked
“Why?” she answered, “Z your head to Zambia.”
But she was far too funny to be successfully surly. Her full name was Sherifat, but she didn’t like it.
“Am not fat,” she explained, as we sat down to eat. I had already had breakfast, but seeing the akara made me
hungry. I took a bite and the peppers inside made my eyes water. My legs trembled in appreciation.
“When we finish,” Sheri said. “I will take you to the balcony upstairs.” She chewed with her mouth open and had
enough on her plate to fill a man.
*
The balcony upstairs resembled an empty swimming pool. Past rains had left mildew in its corners. It was
higher than my house and standing there, we could see the whole of her yard and mine. I pointed out the plants in
my yard as Sheri walked toward the view of the lagoon.
“It leads to the Atlantic,” she said.
“I know,” I said, trying not to lose my concentration. “Bougainvillea, golden trumpets—”
“You know where that leads?”
“Yes. Almond tree, banana tree—”
“Paris,” she said.
I gave up counting plants. Downstairs, two of the children ran through the washing lines. They were playing a
Civil War game: Halt. Who goes there? Advance to be recognized. Boom! You’re dead.
“I want to go to Paris,” Sheri said.
“How will you get there?”
“My jet plane,” she said. I laughed.
“How will you get a jet plane?”
“I’ll be an actress,” she said, turning to me. In the sunlight, her pupils were like the underside of mushrooms.
“Actor-ess,” I said.
“Yes, and when I arrive, I’ll be wearing a red negligee.”
“Em, Paris is cold.”
“Eh?”
“Paris is cold. My father told me. It’s cold and it rains.”
“I’ll have a fur coat, then.”
“What else?” I asked.
“High, high heels.”
“And?”
“Dark sunglasses.”
“What kind?”
“Cressun Door,” she said, smiling. I shut my eyes, imagining.
“You’ll need fans. All actresses have fans.”
“Oh, they’ll be there,” she said. “And they’ll be running around, shouting, ‘Sheri. Voulez-vous. Bonsoir.
Mercredi.’ But I won’t mind them.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’ll get into my car and drive away fast.” I opened my eyes.
“What kind of car?”
“Sports,” she said. I sighed.
“I want to be something like … like president.”
“Eh? Women are not presidents.”
“Why not?”
“Our men won’t stand for it. Who will cook for your husband?”
“He will cook for himself.”
“What if he refuses?”
“I’ll drive him away.”
“You can’t,” she said.
“Yes I can. Who wants to marry him anyway?”
“What if they kill you in a coup?”
“I’ll kill them back.”
“What kind of dream is that?”
“Mine.” I smirked.
“Oh, women aren’t presidents,” she said.
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Someone downstairs was calling her. We looked over the balcony to see Akanni. He was wearing heartshaped sunshades, like mirrors.
“What?” Sheri answered. Akanni looked up.
“Isn’t that my good friend, Enitan, from next door?”
“None of your business,” Sheri said. “Now, what do you want from me?”
I smiled at Akanni. His sunshades were funny and his war stories were fantastic.
“My good friend,” he said to me in Yoruba. “At least you’re nice to me, unlike this trouble maker, Sheri.
Where is my money, Sheri?”
“I don’t have your money,” she said.
“You promised we would share the proceeds from last night. I stayed up till five this morning, now you’re
trying to cheat me. Country is hard for a poor man, you know.”
“Who asked you?” Akanni snapped his fingers.
“Next time you’ll see who will drive you around.”
“Fine,” Sheri said, then she turned to me. “Oaf. Look at his face, flat as a church clock. Come on, let’s go back
inside. The sun is beating my head.”
“Now?” I asked. She pressed her hair down.
“Can’t you see I’m a half-caste?” I didn’t know whether to laugh or feel sorry for her.
“I don’t mind,” she said. “Only my ears I mind and I cover them up, because they’re big like theirs.”
“Whose?” I asked.
“White people’s,” she said. “Now, come on.”
I followed her. She did have huge ears and her afro did not hide them.
“You know that foolish Akanni?” she asked as we ran down the stairs.
“He comes to our house.”
“To do what?”
“Visit our house girl, Bisi.” Sheri began to laugh.
“He’s doing her!” I covered my mouth.
“Sex,” she said. “Banana into tomato. Don’t you know about it?” My hand dropped.
“Oh, close your mouth before a fly enters,” she said. I ran to catch up with her.
*
“My grandma told me,” she said.
We were sitting on her bed. Sheri tucked her tangerine dress between her legs. I wondered if she knew more than me.
“When you …” I asked. “I mean, with your husband. Where does it go? Because I don’t …” I was pointing
everywhere, even at the ceiling. Sheri’s eyes were wide.
“You haven’t seen it? I’ve seen mine. Many times.” She stood up and retrieved cracked mirror from a drawer.
“Look and see.”
“I can’t.”
“Look,” she said, handing me the mirror.
“Lock the door.”
“Okay,” she said, heading there.
I dragged my panties down, placed the mirror between my legs. It looked like a big, fat slug. I squealed as Sheri
began to laugh. We heard loud knocks on the door and I almost dropped the mirror.
“Who’s that?” I whispered.
“Me,” she said. I hobbled to her bed.
“You horrible …” She rocked back and forth.
“You’re so funny, aburo!”
“You horrible girl,” I hissed. She stopped laughing.
“Why?”
“I don’t think it’s funny. What did you do that for?”
“I’m sorry.”
“Well, sorry is not enough.”
I pulled my panties up, wondering whether I was angry with her, or what I’d seen between my legs. Sheri
barricaded the door.
“You’re not going anywhere.” At first I thought I'd push her aside and walk out, but the sight of her standing
there like a star tickled me.
“All right,” I said. “But this is your last chance, Sherifat, I’m warning you.”
“Am not fat,” she yelled.
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I laughed until I thought my heart would pop. That was her insecurity: her full name, and her big ears.
“Don’t go,” she said. “I like you. You’re very English. You know, high faluting.”
*
The woman in the photograph by her bedside table was her grandmother.
“Alhaja,” Sheri said. “She’s beautiful.”
Alhaja had an enormous gap between her front teeth and her cheeks were so plump her eyes were barely visible.
There were many Alhajas in Lagos. This one wasn’t the first woman to go on hajj to Mecca, but for women like her,
who were powerful within their families and communities, the title became their name.
Sheri did not know her own mother. She died when Sheri was a baby and Aihaja raised her from then on, even after
her father remarried. She pressed the picture to her chest and told me of her life in downtown Lagos. She lived in a
house opposite her Alhaja’s fabric store. She went to a school where children didn’t care to speak English. After school,
she helped Alhaja in her store and knew how to measure cloth. I listened, mindful that my life didn’t extend beyond
Ikoyi Park. What would it be like to know downtown as Sheri did, haggle with customers, buy fried yams and roasted
plantains from street hawkers, curse Area Boys and taxi cabs who drove too close to the curb.
My only trips downtown were to visit the large foreign-owned stores, like Kelwarams and Leventis, or the crowded
markets with my mother. The streets were crammed with vehicles, and there were too many people: people buying food
from street hawkers, bumping shoulders, quarreling and crossing streets. Sometimes masqueraders came out for
Christmas or for some other festival, dancing in their raffia gowns and ghoulish masks. Sheri knew them all: the ones who
stood on stilts, the ones who looked like stretched out accordions and flattened to pancakes. It was juju, she said, but she
was not scared. Not even of the eyo who dressed in white sheets like spirits of the day and whipped women who didn’t
cover their heads.
Sheri was a Moslem and she didn’t know much about Christianity, except that there was a book in the Bible and if you
read it, you could go mad. I asked why Moslems didn’t eat pork.
“It’s a filthy beast,” she said, scratching her hair. I told her about my own life, how my brother died and my mother was
strict.
“That church sounds scary,” she said.
“I’m telling you, if my mother ever catches you in our house, she’ll send you home.”
“Why?” I pointed at her pink mouth.
“It’s bad, you know.” She sucked her teeth.
“It’s not bad. Anyway, you think my father allows me to wear lipstick? I wait until he’s gone out and put it on.”
“What happens when he comes back?”
“I rub it off. Simple. You want some?” I didn’t hesitate. As I rubbed the lipstick on my lips I mumbled,
“Your stepmothers, won’t they tell?”
“I kneel for them, help them in the kitchen. They won’t tell.”
“What about the one with the gold tooth?”
“She’s wicked, but she’s nice.” I showed her my lips.
“Does it fit?”
“It fits,” she said. “And guess what?”
“What?”
“You’ve just kissed me.”
I slapped my forehead. She was forward, this girl, and the way she acted with the other children. She really didn’t
do much, except to make sure she was noticed. I was impressed by the way she’d conned Akanni into staying up late
for her uncle’s party. Sheri got away with whatever she did and said. Even when she insulted someone, her
stepmothers would barely scold her.
“Ah, this one. She’s such a terrible one.”
They summoned her to act as a disc jockey. She changed the records as if she was handling dirty plates: The
Beatles, Sunny Ade, Jackson Five, James Brown. Most of the records were scratched. Akanni arrived during, “Say
it loud, I’m black and proud.”
He skidded from one end of the room to the other and fell on the floor overcome as the real James Brown. We
placed a hand towel on his back and coaxed him up. By the time “If I had the wings of a dove” came on, I was
singing out loud myself, and was almost tearful from the words.
As a parting gift Sheri gave me a romance novel titled Jacaranda Cove. The picture was barely visible and
most of the pages were dog-eared.
“Take this and read,” she said.
I slipped it under my arm and wiped my lips clean. My one thought was to return home before my mother
arrived. I’d disobeyed her too much. If she found out, I would be punished for life.
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*
Our house seemed darker when I arrived, though the curtains in the living room were not drawn. My father once
explained the darkness was due to the position of the windows to the sun. Our living room reminded me of an
empty hotel lounge. The curtains were made of a gold damask, and the chairs were a deep red velvet. A piano stood
by the sliding doors to the verandah.
The house was designed by two Englishmen with the help of an architect my father knew. They lived together
for years, and everyone knew about them, he said. Then they moved to Nairobi and he bought the house from
them. The two men living together; the Bakare house full of children; grandparents, parents, teachers, now
Akanni, and of all people, Bisi. The whole world was full of sex, I thought, running away from my footsteps.
In my bedroom, I read the first page of Sheri’s book, then the last. It described a man and woman kissing and
how their hearts beat faster. I read it again and searched the book for more passages like that, then I marked each
of them to read later.
My father arrived soon afterward and challenged me to a game of ayo. He always won, but today he explained
the secret of the game.
“You’d better listen, because I’m tired of defeating you. First, you choose which bowl you want to land in.
Then you choose which bowl will get you there.”
He shook the beads in his fist and plopped them, one by one, into the six bowls carved into the wooden slate. I’d
always thought the trick was to pick the fullest bowl.
“Work it out backward?” I asked.
“Exactly,” he said, scooping beads from the bowl.
“Daddy,” I said. “I wasn’t watching.” He slapped the table.
“Next time you will.”
“Cheater.”
We were on our fifth round when my mother returned from church. I waved to her as she walked through the front door. I
didn’t get up to greet her as I normally would. I was winning the game and thought that if I moved, I would lose my good
fortune.
“Heh, heh, I’m beating you,” I said, wriggling in my chair.
“Only because I let you,” my father said.
I scooped the beads from a bowl and raised my hand. My mother walked through the verandah door.
“Enitan? Who gave this to you?” She grabbed my ear and shoved Sheri’s book under my nose.
“Who? Answer me now.”
“For God’s sake,” my father said.
Her fingers were like iron clamps. The ayo beads tumbled out of my hand, down to the floor. Sheri from next door, I said. My
mother pulled me to my feet by my ear as I explained. Sheri handed it to me through the fence. The wide gap in the fence. Yes, it
was wide enough. I had not read the book.
“Let me see,” my father said. My mother flung the book on the table.
“I go to her suitcase, find this … this … If I ever catch you talking to that girl again, there will be trouble in this
house, you hear me?”
She released my ear. I dropped back into my seat. My ear was hot, and heavy. My father slammed the book
down.
“What is this? She can’t make friends anymore?” My mother rounded on him.
“You continue to divide this child and me.”
“You’re her mother, not her juror.”
“I am not raising a delinquent. You look for evil and you will find it.” My father shook his head.
“Arin, you can quote the whole Bible if you want.”
“I am not here to discuss myself.”
“Sleep in that church of yours.”
“I am not here to discuss myself.”
“It will not give you peace of mind.”
“Get up when I’m talking to you, Enitan,” my mother said. “Up. Up.”
“Sit,” my father said.
“Up,” my mother said.
“Sit,” my father said. My mother patted her chest.
“She will listen to me.”
I shut my eyes and imagined I was on the balcony with Sheri. We were laughing and the sun had warmed my
ear. Their voices faded. I heard only one voice; it was my father’s.
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“Don’t mind her,” he said. “It’s that church of hers. They’ve turned her head.”
He shook my shoulders. I kept my eyes shut. I was tired, enough to sleep.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s play.”
“No,” I said.
“You’re leading.”
“I don’t care.”
Soon I heard his footsteps on the verandah. I stayed there until my ear stopped throbbing. I spoke to neither
parent for the rest of that evening. My father knocked on my door before I went to bed.
“You’re still sulking?” he asked.
“I’m not sulking,” I said.
“When I was a boy, I had no room to lock myself in.”
“You had no door.”
“Yes, I did. What are you saying?”
“You lived in a village.”
“Town,” he said.
I shrugged. It was village life outside Lagos, where he grew up. He got up early in the mornings to fetch water
from a well, walked to school and studied by oil lamp. My father said his growth was stunted because food never
got
to him. If a Baptist priest hadn’t converted his mother to Christianity and taken him as a ward, I would never
have been born thinking the world owed me something. He pointed.
“Is this the famous suitcase?” He was pretending that nothing had happened.
“Yes.”
“I have something for it.”
He retrieved a rectangular case from his pocket and handed it to me.
“A pen?”
“Yours.”
It was a fat navy pen. I pulled the cap off.
“Thank you, Daddy.”
My father reached into his pocket again. He pulled a watch out and dangled it. I collapsed. It was a Timex.
My father promised he would never buy me another watch again, after I broke the first and lost the second. This one
had a round face the width of my wrist. Red straps. I rocked it.
“Thank you,” I said, strapping it on.
He was sitting on my bed. Both feet were on it, and he still had his socks on. I sat on the floor by them. He
rubbed my shoulder.
“Looking forward to going to school?”
“Yes..”
“You won’t be sad when you get there.”
“I’ll make friends.”
“Friends who make you laugh.”
I thought of Sheri. I would have to avoid girls like her in school, otherwise I might end up expelled.
“Anyone who bullies you, beat them up,” my father said.
I rolled my eyes. Who could I fight?
“And join the debating society, not the girl guides. Girl guides are nothing but kitchen martyrs in the making.”
“What is that?”
“What you don’t want to be. You want to be a lawyer?”
Going to work was too remote to contemplate. He laughed.
“Tell me now, so I can take back my gifts.”
“I’m too young to know.”
“Too young indeed. Who will run my practice when I’m gone? And another thing, these romance books you’re
reading. No chasing boys when you get there.”
“I don’t like boys.”
“Good,” he said. “Because you’re not going there to study boy-ology.”
“Daddy,” I said.
He was the one I would miss. The one I would write to. I settled to write a poem after he left, using words that
rhymed with sad: bad, dad, glad, had. I was on my third verse when I heard raps on my window. I peeped outside to
find Sheri standing with a sheet of paper in her hand. Her face appeared like a tiny moon. She was crouching.
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“Open up,” she said.
“What are you doing here?” I whispered.
“I came to get your school address.”
Wasn’t she afraid? It was as dark as indigo outside.
“On your own?”
“With Akanni. He’s in your quarters, with his girlfriend.”
She pulled a pencil from her pocket. She was like an imp who had come to tempt me. I couldn’t get rid of her.
“Eni-Tan,” she spelled.
“Yes,” I said.
“Your school address,” she said. “Or are you deaf?” …
Excerpt from Masters Of The Board\fn{by Christopher Abani (1966- )} Afikopo, Benue State, Nigeria (M) 9
1
The sun rising over the Niger and bathing the city of Onitsha in golden shafts of sunlight makes a wonderful
and breathtaking sight To a tourist or foreigner it could easily be one of the best sights in all of Nigeria. The two
men who were on the bridge at the moment had no time to admire the scenery and it is likely that even if they had
all day to do so, they would not find anything special about it
Moving with calculated swiftness and efficiency born of being professionals, they went about their business.
One lowered himself over the side of the bridge and took a cylindrical object about twice the length of a man’s
arm which the other man handed down to him. The fishermen gliding past silently in their canoes from a long
night of fishing, looked at what was going on with indifference. Securing the object to one of the steel girders that
held up the bridge, the man hauled himself back up and ran across the bridge to where the other man was waiting
in a car with the engine already running. As they drove off, the only evidence that they had been there was the
cylindrical object fixed somewhere under the bridge and a length of rope swaying gently in the early morning
breeze.
In precisely three minutes the fate of a city had been sealed. The time was 6 am. At the same time in other
major strategic positions in the country other such devices were being placed. Places like the Kainji Dam and the
major oil producing
and refining industries in the country.
*
The Presidential limousine pulled up outside the President’s office. He got out flanked by bodyguards who
dropped off just as soon as he entered the building. He walked straight to the elevator and rode it up to the floor
where the Presidential suite of offices was located. Striding briskly down the corridor he opened the door to his
personal assistant’s office and walked through into his own. He found him arranging some files that needed his
immediate attention on the vast desk.
“Good morning, Your Excellency.”
“Same to you,” he replied as he sat down behind his desk and arranged his flowing robes. “Any calls?”
“No, Your Excellency,” his assistant replied.
“Okay, that will be all for now,” the President\fn{Of Brazil} said, dismissing him.
“Yes, Your Excellency,” the assistant said as he closed the door softly behind him.
The President then settled down to a busy day’s work that was routine to him in his role as President. Little did
he know that he would soon be involved in a national crisis. The time was 9:30 am.
*
In another part of the world altogether, sitting on the terrace of his villa perched on the top of a hill overlooking the beautiful city of Rio de Janeiro, breakfasting as usual on orange juice, toast and coffee, with a cigar to
complete the picture, sat Count Herman von Rubernhoff alias Loas Vannielli. Count Rubernhoff was an ex-Nazi
concentration camp architect In Rio de Janeiro he was well known as one of the richest men in the city. The count
believed that being popular in the social scene eliminated all doubts and suspicions people may hold about one’s
private life or one’s past
Since he was top on the list of the Mossad\fn{ The Israeli Secret Service:H} he had no choice than to build an iron
cast alibi. He owned a multi-million shipping enterprise but this was only a front. A front that efficiently covered
up his real activities. He was a fanatical neo-Nazi, believing strongly that the Third Reich would rise again, and he
intended to play an active part in making it possible.
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His alibi was so good that nobody in the city of Rio would believe that Loas Vannielli, owner of Vannielli
Shipping Company, started off with a generous grant from the ODESSA, the organisation for ex-SS men. That
morning he had just received the news that Operation Führer, the operation to recreate a totally Nazi-dominated
world, was successful so far, and he was happy. He laughed aloud, picked up his glass of orange juice in a mock
toast, and downed it with a gulp.
He then stood up and went into his study, walked over to a particular bookcase and pressed a button on it It slid
noiselessly open to reveal an elevator. He rode It down to the cellar, where the brain of the new Third Reich was
located. The place was vast and contained a few assistants manning computer banks and consuls. One of the
assistants sitting in front of a world communications consul swung round in his chair and said,
“Good morning, Sir.”
“Morning, Hans. Everything quiet this morning?” Rubernhoff replied.
“Yes, Sir.”
“Good. Now, using the scrambler, call Karl in Lagos and tell him to continue as planned.”
“Yes, Sir,” the assistant replied, and swung back to face the consul and carry out his orders. As the count
walked back to the elevator he was greeted by waves and smiles from the rest of the assistants. Nodding in reply,
he rode the elevator back up to his study.
*
At the same time, on a luxury yacht anchored just a little way offshore in the Victoria Island Bay, Lagos, Karl
Steinbeck, ex-SS major turned mercenary, staggered out of his suite and walked along the corridor, making his
way up a few steps and out onto the deck. The sunlight hit him squarely and made his head pound even harder.
Cursing loudly in German, he sat in a deck chair under the shade of a brightly-coloured beach umbrella.
Spitting over the side, he yelled at one of the stewards to get him a cup of cofl'ee and some aspirin. His mouth
tasted sour and he felt as if his head would split into two. He cursed himself for having drunk so much at the party
at Ikoyl last night He had a terrible hangover. He couldn’t even remember how he got back to the yacht. When the
steward brought the coffee and aspirin he said,
“Call for you, Sir. You're to take it below in the engineer’s office.”
Karl grunted his acknowledgement and stood up, leaving the coffee and aspirin untouched, and went back
below deck. Pushing open the door marked ENGINEER’S OFFICE—PRIVATE, he heard the voice of Seigfried
Stanke his second in command, who was stationed at Benin.
“Jawohl, Karl, you don’t seem to look well. Any problem?” Stanke asked with a smile. Karl glared at him.
“What are you doing here?” he snapped.
“Things got a bit boring in Benin, so I decided to call in and see how things are going on over here. You hadn’t
surfaced from your drunken stupor so I came down here to check out your notes.” Karl ignored the remark about
his being drunk the previous night and walked over to Bach, the engineer.
“I was told I had a call,” he said stiffly.
“Yes, Sir, take it over thereon the scrambler phone.”
Some minutes later Karl put down the scrambler phone and turned round. Addressing himself to Stanke he
said,
“We are to proceed as planned: the count also said to congratulate you on your excellent job with the devices.”
The last sentence was said with a lot of resentment.
“Also in future you will not read my notes. You are paid to do field-work, so leave the planning to me.”
With that he turned and left the room. Stanke followed him up and out on to the deck. Dropping into a chair
opposite Karl, he said,
“Look here, Karl. I know the count said you should be social, get to know people and get known to keep away
prying authorities; but don’t you think you are overdoing it?”
“That is my business,” snapped Karl. “Now I must ask you to leave so as to be in Benin for lunch. Goodbye.”
So saying he turned and signalled for another cup of coffee.
“Hey, Karl, look a man needs some—“
“I said leave, schnell,” Karl broke in abruptly.
“As you wish,” Stanke said bitterly, and got up and walked to where he had tied up the boat he’d hired. Stanke
always got on his nerves. Stanke in turn was annoyed at being denied a few days of pleasure in Lagos, and also
because Karl had pulled his rank over him. Picking up the cup of coffee to drink, Karl’s attention was suddenly
distracted by a loud noise from the galley like breaking plates, and he ended up pouring the coffee down his shirtfront and trousers. He swore in German, cursing himself for having signed up with Rubemhoff as the hot liquid
scalded his skin. It might have been of small comfort to Stanke if he had known.
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The next day when he had fully recovered from the effects of the party, Karl set about carrying out the next
phase of the plan. To start with he called Stanke, not without a lot of reluctance, and told him to return to Lagos
that day. Next he settled down at one of the tables on the vast deck. Putting down a pile of newspapers on the
table, he selected one from the top. Picking up a pair of scissors he set to work.
Fifteen minutes later he sat back to admire his work. Putting down the letter he had just written using words
and letters cut out of the newspapers, he let his mind drift back to when Count Rubenhoff hired him.
The air of the dingy cellar bar-cum-nightclub was heavily laden with cigarette and cigar smoke. Loud music
blared from a juice box in one corner while in another corner some men had gathered to watch a striptease act.
Behind a curtained arch which led out of the main bar lay the casino, where the attractive hostesses persuaded all
but the exceptionals to part with all their money. A lot of them lost but then a few won.
Sitting at the roulette table with one of the hostesses hanging on to his shoulder was Karl Steinbeck. He was a
degenerate gambler. He cashed in his last four hundred marks and collected a stack of chips. He just didn’t seem
to be having any luck Already he had lost one thousand marks; if he lost this four hundred he would be totally
broke. He cursed softly under his breath as he lost another three hundred.
“You don’t seem to be very lucky tonight, darling,” the hostess at his shoulder purred. Looking at her face he
thought,
“Damn you and up yours with that smug smile.”
Another hostess strolled casually into the room, walking up to one of the bounders lounging near one of the
tables. She whispered something to him and walked out Looking around the room, he spotted Karl, who was a
regular customer, walked over to him and said,
“Karl, you’ve got a call. Take it in the phone booth at the bar.”
Nodding slowly, Karl stood up. Pulling the rest of the chips to him, he flashed a quick smile at the rest of the
people at the table and cashed his chips in. Pocketing the hundred marks he walked into the bar. As he walked
over to the pay phone the girl behind the bar yelled at him.
“Hey, are you Steinbeck?”
“Yes.”
“That will be ten marks, please,” she said.
“Pardon,” he said, not quite quick on the uptake.
“The phone,” she said, impatiently.
“Oh yes, of course” he said as he fished out a ten mark bill and handed it to her. She took it and without a word
turned back to serve someone at the bar. Picking up the receiver he said,
“Steinbeck here.”
“Mr. Steinbeck,” a smooth silky voice said, “please go to the phone booth at the end of the street You’ll get a
call there in five minutes.”
“I hope this will be worth my while. You’ve cost me ten marks already,” Steinbeck grumbled.
“I assure you it will be most profitable to you, Mr. Steinbeck. Besides, you have nothing to lose; I know for a
fact that you are already broke.”
“How do you know—“ Karl began, but the other line was already dead.
That had been three weeks ago. Now he was having a good time and had a fat amount stashed away in a bank
in Switzerland. Not bad for ajob that was a bit akin to a holiday. Sighing, he poured himself a think, leant on the
railing of the deck, and stared into the water absorbed in thought After about an hour he went below and had a
shower and a nap.
Sometime later, feeling refreshed after his nap, Karl called a deckhand to man the yacht’s outboard boat with
which he intended to go to the mainland. Casting off, they roared away to the mainland. Landing at the quay, Karl
climbed out, turned to the deckhand and said in German,
“Don’t wait for me, but make sure you come to pick me up in about two hours time.”
“Yes, sir,” the man replied, and as Karl walked off, he èwung the boat round in a neat arc and raced back to the
yacht.
Karl hailed a taxi. Climbing in, he said,
“Federal Palace Hotel.”
“Oga, na five naira.”
“Okay, just get me there.”
Nodding, the driver turned the wheel and pulled back into the main stream of traffic and headed in the
direction of the Federal Palace Hotel. On the way the driver tried to engage Karl in conversation by pointing out
this and that and then plunged into a story about how his brother had treated him badly by taking a piece of land
away from him by force. But Karl wasn’t in a talking mood and just grunted from time to time. After what to Karl
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seemed an eternity, the car pulled up in front of the hotel. Getting out, he took Out his wallet and fished out a five
naira note and handed it to the driver.
“Tanks sah,” said the taxi driver, and drove off. Walking into the vast lobby, he went over to the reception desk.
“Is Mr. Mbotu in?” he enquired.
“Mr. Mbotu, Mbotu?” the receptionist muttered and opened the register in front of him. “Aha. Mr. Mbotu,
room 697. Yes sir, he is in,” replied the receptionist.
“Are you sure?” Karl persisted. “You don’t seem to know him.”
“I’m sure sir, you see he hasn’t handed in his key so he must be in.”
“Thank you,” said Karl and turned to the lift. He was about to get in when the adjacent one opened up and
Mbotu stepped out
“Mr. Steinbeck, my good friend, I was just about to call you,” Mbotu said.
“Yeah sure,” said Karl, his voice loaded with sarcasm. “Look, is the deal through yet? My superiors are getting
impatient,” he continued.
“But of course. It is just a matter of time before you get them,” Mbotu replied, ignoring the sarcasm in Karl’s
voice.
“A matter of time. That is not definite Mbotu. Make it definite.”
“Okay my friend, say in about two months time. These things take time you know, heh? Yes, I think in about a
month or two.”
“Don’t think, Mbotu. When exactly?” Karl kept his tone steely and his blue eyes as cold as ice.
“Two weeks. In exactly two weeks you will get your arms,” Mbotu replied, his eyes burning with suppressed
anger.
“Thank you,” said Karl. He started to leave, then stopped and said,
“Oh another thing, Mbotu, I’m not your friend.” Turning he left.
Outside he caught a taxi and went to one of his favourite bars. Two hours later he stood on the quay looking
out towards the yacht, feeling more than a little tipsy as he waited for the boat. The tropical afternoon sun beat
down on him and his shirt was already stuck to his back with perspiration. The tree he was standing under didn’t
offer him much shade. Thirty minutes later, the boat turned up. Keeping his temper under control he got into the
boat. Back on board the yacht, he had a shower and flopped down, on his bed. He was soon asleep.
An hour and another shower later Karl was feeling better. He walked into the engineer’s office.
“Stanke here yet?” he asked Bach.
“No sir.”
“What does he think he is doing? It’s been more than four hours since I called him,” Karl said as he paced the
room.
“Maybe a traffic jam held him up,” Bach offered.
“But I told him to drive to Ibadan and take a flight from there to Ikeja, and then by cab down to here.”
“Well sir, you know Stanke. He is never punctual,” said Bach.
“Humph,” was all Karl said and returned to his pacing.
Thirty minutes later Stanke turned up. The deckhand who had been told to wait for him with the boat informed
him that Karl was mad at him. Stanke smiled—that was exactly what he wanted. When he pushed open the door
to Bach’s office, Karl pounced on him.
“Where have you been? What have you been doing? Dumkopf, must I be surrounded by fools? What took you
so long?” Karl raged. Stanke took Karl's outburst calmly.
“There was a bottleneck that stretched practically all the length of the expressway between Benin and Lagos,”
he replied.
“I thought I told you to take a flight. Why didn’t you?” Karl raged on. Looking him straight in the eye, Stanke
said calmly,
“I didn’t feel like taking a flight.”
Karl glared at him as Stanke smiled triumphantly and winked at Bach, who winked back. Ignoring the smug
look of content on Stanke’s face and forcing himself to cool down, Karl outlined the plan to Stanke.
“I don’t agree with your plan, Karl,” Stanke protested. “It’s too amateurish. A letter written with cuttings from
newspapers. Hah. Look we have a very serious and large scale operation to carry out, not some plot from a James
Bond movie.”
“I agree with Stanke, sir,” said Bach.
Looking at Stanke, Karl felt hatred wash through him. His every nerve and muscle screamed out with the urge
to circle his hands round Stanke’s neck and squeeze the life out of him. Deep down he knew Stanke was right but
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he didn’t want to admit it He suffered from terrible egomania and resented being told what to do by his
subordinates, especially Stanke.
“Look here, Stanke, when I started to plan operations like these your mother was still at high school. You
—”Karl began, but Stanke broke in,
“You may be old enough to be my grandad, you may have planned and executed operations like this before I
was born, but I’m one of the best assassins and mercenaries on the market today, and Rubenhoff hires only the
best.” He added, “Besides at your age one tends to become senile.”
“Okay,” Karl said fighting to keep himself under control. “What plan did you have in mind?” Stanke smiled
slowly and then calmly began explaining his alternate plan.
2
The silence in the President’s office\fn{ In Lagos} was disturbed only by the ticking of the clock on the wall
behind him and the soft humming of the air-conditioner. Sitting back in his chair, he sipped a cup of tea and
nibbled on some biscuits. His personal assistant was also having tea break in his own office. The President had
instructed him to hold all calls that might come in for the rest of the day and to make sure that he wasn’t
disturbed.
Suddenly the silence was shattered by the shrill ringing of a telephone. He swore softly under his breath and
glared at the telephones on his desk. He noticed that it was the red one with only two green push buttons on it.
That particular phone had never before rung since his term of office began. It was linked only to two other people
—the Defence Minister and the NSO Chief. Picking up the receiver he said,
“This is the President speaking..”
“Sorry to disturb you, but it is vital that I see you as soon as possible,” the voice on the other end of the line
said. It had the unmistakable accent of an Oxford-bred scholar. It belonged to Emeka Odemelam—the NSO Chief.
The President recognised his voice immediately.
“How long will It take you to get here, Emeka?” he asked.
“About twenty minutes Mr. President,” came the reply.
“All right, my assistant will be expecting you.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Dropping the receiver back on its cradle, the President reached across his desk and depressed a button on the
intercom system. His assistant’s voice came over immediately:
“Sir?”
“The NSO chief is coming soon. Send him through when he gets here.”
“Yes sir.” Sitting back in his chair, the President gazed thoughtfully at the lukewarm liquid in his teacup and
wondered what had happened.
*
Lazing on a beach in Hawaii, Kayode Williams was, for the first time since his last assignment, finding peace
of mind. The terrible recurring nightmares that his last assignment had given him had ceased to plague him and
the tough, dangerous and exciting world of the mercenary was a long way away. A little way out, Maureen, the
girl he had picked up on his arrival on the island a couple of months before, was busy splashing about in the warm
water of the semi-tropical ocean. As he watched her he reminisced about the good times they had had together, the
lazy days, like today, spent lying around on the beach, walking in the hills or making love on the warm sand in the
cove they had discovered together, or just going for drives feeling the breeze blowing in their hair and faces. And
the nights: they were the best—dinner at one of the numerous restaurants that lined the waterfront, then back to a
wild night of lovemaking.
But for the past few days, Kayode had been feeling depressed. He knew he was bored. He needed action again.
He needed to feel the cold grip of fear, sense the danger, and have the smell of cordite in his nostrils.
Getting to his feet, Kayode walked across the sand to the rented villa. Showering and changing he opened the
garage doors and backed out the rented BMW Convertible sports coupé. Maureen, who had come up to the villa
while he was showering, was sitting on the back terrace sipping from a tall glass of rum and lime. Hear ing the car
start, she ran out to the front porch.
“Where are you going darling?” she called.
“Just going down to town. I’ll be back soon,” he replied.
“Bye,” she said, and blew him a kiss and walked back inside.
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Racing down the country lane and out onto the highway, and into town, Kayode’s mind was at work. He hoped
fervently that something had cropped up for him to do. The excitement that he had felt earlier on when he thought
about action came rushing back to him. His every body fibre cried out for it. His very soul.
For the mercenary, it is not really the money that matters, but the danger, the excitement that cannot be
defined. Only those who experienced it knew what it felt like. Stopping in front of the Post Office, he went to the
post-box which he rented as a poste restante. Opening it, he found a letter. His hand shook a little as he took it out.
Could it be what he was waiting for? Resisting the urge to tear it open and read it there, he slowly put it in his
pocket. He locked the post-box and returned the key to his wallet and walked across the road to a street café.
Sitting down, he took the letter out of his pocket, ripped the envelope, took out the letter and read it. As the
waitress came to his table he folded up the letter and ordered coffee. When she had set down the coffee and
walked away, he read the letter again.
He sighed. It was from an old friend, a white mercenary with whom he had fought in Katanga in 1967. He was
recruiting men for a coup in a small African country. Something to do with platinum. The pay was good - $5,000,
but he just couldn’t face another coup—not after what the last one had done to him
Paying for the coffee, he walked back across the road to the Post Office and sent a cable to his friend turning
down the offer but thanking him for asking. He then drove back to the villa.
*
Thousands of miles away in Nigeria, Emeka Odemelam was just arriving at the President’s office. First he had
to clear himself with the receptionist in the big lobby. Then he took the elevator up to the presidential suite of
offices. He had to clear himself with the guards as soon as he stepped out of the elevator, even though they all
knew him well. He walked down the corridor till he came to the door of the Presidential Executive private
assistant’s office. He opened the door and walked in. The assistant looked up from his desk.
“Good day, sir,” he said.
“Good day,” Emeka replied.
“Go straight in, he is expecting you,” the assistant said.
“Thank you,” Emeka said and tapped lightly on the connecting door before he went in. The President was on
the phone when Emeka walked in. Waving him to a chair the President continued talking for a few minutes then
hung up.
“Good afternoon, Mr. President.”
“Thank you, Emeka. Now what is the vital issue you wanted to see me about?”
“Before I begin, sir, I think you had better listen to this,” Emeka said as he took out a small desk-top tape
recorder from his attaché case and put it on the President’s desk. He depressed the play button and a thickly
accented voice filled the room.
I am a friend of your government—if you cooperate, that is. I have taken the liberty—ha, ha—of placing several
little toys of mine in certain strategic positions in your country. What these toys are, you ask? They are nuclear
devices. You see, if you fail to do as you are told I will activate the devices and much of your country will be
destroyed. Millions of people will die. A pity, no? Ha ha. Those places not completely destroyed will be adversely
affected by the radiation. I will not go into details. You have read about Hiroshima, yes? But of course what happened
there was mere child’s play compared to the devastating effect these particular devices will have. They have two times
the explosive power of any present Russian or American prototypes. You will think, he is a mad man, no? He is
bluffing. I assure you I am not bluffing. Such a pity I can’t prove it, but if in twenty four hours you don’t call this
number— 0-1-11703—then maybe I will be able to prove it. In exactly twenty four hours if you don’t call—
BWHAM!—Ha-Ha! My request is simple. Your President should resign his post in two days time and appoint a man I
will make known to you a day before he makes his resignation public. Remember, in twenty four hours you should
have called the previously mentioned number to confirm your co-operation.

The cassette ran to an end with a click. The President was silent for a few minutes.
“Do you think this is a bluff, Emeka?”
“I don’t think so, sir. Nobody would try to bluff their way with something like this. Besides, this,” he held up
an electronic gadget, “sheds a different light on the whole matter.” Taking the gadget from him, the President
looked at it.
“What is it?”
“It is an RCECD, a remote control electronic cutout device. In other words, an advanced nuclear fuse that can
be activated by remote control. It came with the tape
“Tell me, Emeka, do you think I should concede to their demand?”
“Sir, I am Chief of the NSO. My job is security not political analyst.”
“Emeka, I am asking you as a friend.”
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“Well, sir, I have a plan; it may work and it may fail but I guess we have nothing to lose except my job and as
for you, you are likely to have a Watergate situation on your hands. The choice is yours.”
“Let me hear your plan; then I’ll decide.”
“We need to find out who they are and where they are operating from. From there we can stop them. But we
need time; a fortnight at least We also need someone to do it for us. He will have to be from outside. A hired man.
A mercenary doing it only for the money. No loyalty. A man who can’t be traced back to us.”
“A mercenary?” the President said.
He knew all about them, though he had never thought of using one before. He was new to their world and he
didn’t like them.
“Can'’ one of your own men do It? Hired help is likely to sell out to the other side if the price is right.”
“Maybe he will and maybe he won’t I don’t think he will but it’s a risk we will have to take. Like I said, the
choice is yours, sir.”
“Hmmh. Do you know such a man?” the President asked.
“With your permission, sir, I will get in touch with him as soon as possible. But first you must call them and
negotiate for time.”
Nodding, the President pulled a phone to him and dialled the number.
“Hello Mr President,” the voice from the tape said.
“How did you know it was me?” the President asked.
“You had to call, you have no choice,” came thr reply.
“Look, I need time. I have to hold Senate meetings and I have to hand over to my vice. These things take time.
At least a fortnight,” he said hopefully.
“We have not much time. I can only give you a week.”
The phone went dead. He replaced it, got up and walked to one of the windows. With his back to Emeka he
said,
“You have only one week..”
“Thank you, sir,” Emeka said softly as he left. The President didn't hear him. He was absorbed in worried
thought.
The moonlight filtered through the blinds of the window, playing hide and seek between the curves of Maureen’s body, casting light and shadow. Kayode lay on his back staring at the ceiling; he was unable to sleep.
Stirring in her sleep, Maureen flung her arm across his chest and put her head on his shoulder.
There was the low buzzing of the bedside telephone. Kayode propped himself up on one elbow and answered
it
“Yes?”
“Mr. Williams?”
“Yes?”
“This is Mr. Howard, the Post-Master.”
“Do you realise what time it is?”
“I’m very sorry, sir, but a package just arrived for you by express delivery and I have explicit instructions to
deliver it as soon as possible. I can come out there now or you can come down in the morning for it. Which do
you prefer?”
“Please bring it out tonight,” Kayode said, “or rather this morning,” he muttered as he looked at the clock and
hung up. Slowly disentangling himself from Maureen’s entwining limbs, he got out of bed, slipped on a robe and
walked into the lounge. Selecting a record he put it on, and flopped down in a chair. The soft music lulled him to
sleep and he woke with a start when the front door bell rang. He opened the door and Mr. Howard walked in.
“Sit down, Mr. Howard!” Kayode might have as well saved his breath because Howard was already seated.
“Harvey,” said Howard.
“Pardon?”
“Call me Harvey, Mr. Howard is too formal.”
“Oh … er, Harvey, can I fix you something to drink?”
“Stiff gin and make it straight, thank you,” said Harvey.
Kayode fixed the drink and mixed an aperitif for himself. As he handed Harvey his drink he asked,
“What about the package you have for me?”
“Here it is,” Harvey replied, reaching into his jacket pocket and taking out a small rectangular package, which
he handed to Williams. Running his fingers over it, Kayode felt for wires. One of his friends had been knocked off
by a bomb in a parcel. Satisfied that it was “clean” he opened it.
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It was an ordinary cassette cartridge. Walking over to the cassette deck he inserted it and flicked on the rewind
switch. Turning round he said,
“Did you say you were just leaving, Mr. Howard?”
“Er … yes, Mr. Williams. Thanks for the drink.” At the door Kayode slipped a fifty-dollar bill into Howard’s
hand.
“Good night, Mr. Williams, and thank you for everything.”
“Goodnight, Mr. Howard.”
He walked back into the lounge, plugged In the earphones and switched the tape deck onto play. He rewound it
and replayed it again and again. Finally, when he was sure he had memorised every thing on it, he took out the
cartridge and dropped it into an ashtray and set fire to it. Immediately the room was filled with the smell of
burning polythene.
Opening the French-windows he stepped out onto the back terrace. He sat down in a basket chair and sipped
on his drink. A warm and gentle breeze wafted in from the sea, rustling the palm fronds, the sound mingling with
the waves lapping the beach. He sat there till the first gray streaks of dawn broke the night sky, then he went to
sleep.
*
Over breakfast he had told Maureen that he had been offered an assignment and that he had accepted it She
had cried a lot.
“You don’t have to go. Think about what the last assignment did to you,” she protested.
Think about it! Every time he thought about it he broke out in cold clammy sweat of fear.
“You don’t really want to do the assignment, you just want to get rid of me. You don’t even love me,” she
pouted.
He never ceased to marvel at the dimunitivity of the female mind. Their inability to understand, to reason
sensibly, was beyond him. All they wanted to do was settle down In a bungalow in suburbia, raise a family and
live a quiet, unobstructive life. He put It down as a result of playing with dolls as children.
Eventually he convinced her that he wasn’t tired of her and that as soon as the assignment was over he would
come back, and yes he loved her, while all the time all he wanted was a lift to the airport When she dropped him
at the airport, he said,
“The rent has been paid but you needn’t move out till the end of the month. There is also $500 in the dressing
table drawer in case you need anything. See you around.”
He got out and walked into the terminal building. He looked back and saw her still there. She blew him a kiss
and he returned it. He had noticed that there had been tears in her eyes.
He picked a phone booth and made a trans-Atlantic call. Two hours later he boarded a plane In John F
Kennedy Airport, New York, bound for Nigeria. He arrived in Lagos nine hours later and the jet-lag set in. He
hated it It always gave him a terrible headache and left him feeling slightly irritated.
Picking up his only case, he walked out of the terminal building. He was hailing a taxi when someone touched
his arm. He spun round, thinking it was a pickpocket, but he was confronted by a tall, sinewy, very dark man. He
was dressed in an expensive suit and had an air of class. Kayode placed him at about thirty.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Williams. I trust you had a good flight” The voice was deep and unaccented.
“Thank you, though the flight was a bit bumpy. You are …?”
“Eneli, Victor Eneli. I was told to pick you up.”
“Yes. But what are you?” Kayode’s voice was strained.
“Well, I guess It won’t hurt you to know. I’m the Director of Special Operations, NSO. Here, let me help you
with your bag,” he said, taking it from Kayode, and walked over to a black Mercedes sports car. Dumping it in the
boot, he got in. Kayode looked at the car.
“You guys certainly know how to live in style,” he remarked.
“A present from my father. He is a rich business man. My salary wouldn’t even pay for the front bumper of this
car, I assure you,” Eneli replied as they drove away.
“Where are we going?” Kayode ventured as they drove towards the city.
“You’ll see,” was the only reply he got.
After that they drove in silence. Finally they pulled up in front of a building where a big sign over the door
announced STAR WAYS TRAVEL AGENCY— 24 HOUR SERVICE—PHONE 0-1 11408, APAPA, LAGOS. The walls inside
were adorned with colourful posters of Acapulco, Mexico, and a dozen other places.
“Good afternoon, sir,” the receptionist said as they walked in.
“Thank you Rosemary,” Victor replied and led the way to a door set in the back with the word “Manage”
printed on it. He opened it to reveal a plushly-furnished office.
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“Close the door behind you please,” he told Kayode.
He then walked over to a wall-size poster. He brushed the tips of his fingers lightly on the trunk of a palm tree
on it. Immediately a door swung open with a hiss.
“Bravo,” Kayode clapped, “very ingenious. Tell me, do you have little things just inside that burn you to ashes
if your finger prints don’t match?”
“As a matter of fact we do,” Victor replied and started walking down the corridor that led off from the door.
Kayode followed him. They paused at another door while Victor repeated the performance, only this time there
was no poster. Again the door swung open and they walked through. The room was packed full of computers with
flashing lights, and a huge map of the world covered one wall with blinking red and green lights in certain places.
“This,” said Victor “is our operations planning room.”
“Not bad I suppose. But don’t you think you should have blindfolded me,” Kayode said.
“There is no need. I believe in your business you keep your mouth shut,” Victor replied. While they were
talking a man walked over to them.
“Aha, Yusrrf. Mr. Williams I would like you to meet Yusuf Garuba, our operations planning genius. Yusuf this
is Mr. Williams known to you as “Donkey”. Well, I leave you two to get acquainted. If you need me Yusuf knows
where to locate me. Your briefing will be in two stages. First stage now; then well drive toa hotel where a room
has been reserved for you, then we will continue with stage two tomorrow. Well, see you around,” and with that
Victor turned and lefi
Three hours and countless cups of coffee and cigarettes later, Kayode was driven to his hotel. As soon as he
was left alone he closed the door of his room and lay down on the bed and went to sleep still fully dressed.
*
In a nondescript building off the Ruck Strasse, several men gathered for a meeting. They looked like ordinary
affluent businessmen. They were, in fact, but the difference was that they traded in lives. They formed the inner
council of the ODESSA, the organisation formed by ex-SS servicemen.
“Gentlemen, I believe we are all aware why we are here.”
The speaker was old, very old. Wrinkles marked his face like watercourses on a relief map. His gray hair grew
thickly on his head and showed evidence that it had recently been treated in a high-class saloon. He was wearing a
pin-striped navy blue suit with a dark blue hand-painted silk tie from Harrods, London. The diamond tie-pin and
gold-rimmed spectacles looked at home.
“We are here to discuss a problem. That problem is Count Herman von Rubenhoff, ex-SS general and a genius.
Our intelligence network informs us he has plans to overtake the world, revive the Third Reich and install himself
as Führer Kaiser Herman von Rubenhoff. We also believe that he has already taken positive steps to achieve this
goal. Now gentlemen, I don’t think I need go into details about the implications involved. For our own safety and
that of the ODESSA we have to stop him.”
“How do we stop him?” asked a sour-faced man to his left
“That is no problem. All I need is the consent of you all. Leave the rest to me,” said the first speaker.
“I’m for it,” one man said.
“Same here,” another backed up and soon they were all in agreement Then one by one they left, leaving the old
man alone. Sighing, he pulled himself up, picked up the receiver from the single phone on the long confer ence
table, punched a single button.
“Helmut, contact your friend and tell him the job is his.”
*
It was already afternoon when Kayode woke up. His mouth tasted sour. Picking up the phone he called for
Room Service to send up coffee, and then asked to be connected on the outside line.
“Victor?” he asked as the phone at the end was picked up.
“Kayode, good afternoon. You are an early riser aren’t you?”
“Ha, ha. Very funny. I am just calling like you said,” Kayode snapped.
“My, you are crabby this morning.”
“Sorry. Look I’ll call you back,” he said and hung up. He was on his way to the bathroom when there was a
knock on the door. He opened it to find a steward with a trolley.
“Your coffee sir.”
“Er, yes. Put it over there on the table,” Kayode instructed and continued on his way to the bathroom.
He paused at the door when he heard the steward give a discreet cough. Sighing, he walked over to the closet,
took down his jacket and took out his wallet from the pocket He removed a naira note and tipped the steward.
Looking at it, the steward grudgingly mumbled a thank you and left. Kayode carried on to the bathroom. He stood
under the refreshing jet of cold water from the shower for precisely ten minutes. He then switched on the hot
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water tap for five minutes and then the cold water again for five minutes. He towelled himself and had some
coffee. An hour later he left for Victor’s office.
Outside the hotel he stood contemplating whether to use a cab, the bus or maybe even hire a car. He decided on
the bus. He wasn’t sure if the fare would come under the departmental expenses or his own. At his destination, he
walked in and stopped at the receptionist’s desk to chat her up.
“Mr. Williams.” Kayode jumped and looked behind him guiltily. It was Yusui.
“So you finally made it?” he said.
“Yes. I suppose it’s business again.”
“Quite right, Mr. Williams.”
“Call me Kayode, please. Do you know where a guy can get some real coffee and food? The food at the hotel
is atrocious.”
“I’m sorry about that Kayode, but that’s the best we could do on our limited budget. Anyway I know just the
place. Our staff canteen.” Together they walked down the same corridor as the day before, only this time they
stopped at a different room, further down.
“Go and help yourself to anything you want, it is all in the house.”
“Thanks. What about you, aren’t you going to eat anything?”
“No thanks, I have already had something.”
Kayode piled his tray high with food and came back to the table. Yusuf drank coffee and studied some papers
while he waited for Kayode to finish eating. Pushing his tray away, he patted his stomach and said,
“That was good.”
“Now Kayode, if you don’t mind I would like to continue from where we stopped yesterday.”
“Ja, Herr Kapitan.”
“You speak German?” Yusuf asked surprised.
“Yes, very fluently.”
“That is just perfect.” Standing up he said, “Shall we?” and they both walked out and back up the corridor to
Operations Planning.
Kayode turned out of the Operations Planning office followed closely by Yusuf.
“Your hotel has been changed as you requested,” Yusuf said.
“Where to?”
“Eko Holiday Inn.”
“Thanks.”
“Also, pick up a set of car keys at the reception. We think you’d be better off on wheels. We have checked you
out of your old hotel and moved your things for you. You can drive straight to your new residence. Your car is the
only one outside the front entrance. By the way, be sure to submit your report on how you intend to run the
operation, expenses, armament, etc. before tonight. You have only six more days.”
“Thanks again,” Kayode said as they parted. He collected the keys to the car and walked out. He whistled
when he saw it. It was a red Jaguar XJS. It looked like an over-ripe cherry with the sun glinting off it.
“Victor’s department certainly know how to live, don’t they,” he thought.
Getting in, he drove out on to the Apapa road. Taking the Eko bridge onto Lagos Island, he drove out onto the
Marina Road. He continued down the Marina, across the bridge and into Victoria Island. He took the Ahmadu
Bello Road, down onto Modupe Oshikoya Street and up Adetokunbo Ademola Street. Finally, he swung off the
road into the grounds of the Eko Holiday Inn.
Finding a space in the crowded car park, he parked his car. He walked into the lobby and checked in at the
reception. Taking the key, he took the elevator up to his room. The room was impressive, luxurious, looking out
onto the Kumaro waters. He opened the closet. His clothes were neatly hung up, his shoes in a line on the floor
near his bag. Picking up the receiver he dialled for room service, requesting a typewriter, lots of paper, a big
brown envelope, sandwiches, some cold beer and cigarettes.
While he waited for his order he had a shower and changed to a pair of navy blue trousers and a white and blue
striped short sleeve shirt; the type with a round neck collar. He slipped on a pair of Italian leather loafers from
Gucci, New York. He sat down in one of the chairs and picked up a colourful brochure of the hotel that was lying
on a table. It showed an aerial photograph of the hotel, showing the hotel and a view of the Kumaro waters. Under
hotel services it listed speciality restaurant, roof top restaurant and bar, coffee shop, night club, casino, swimming
pool, tennis, shops, ballroom (convention facility). Not bad at all.
There was a knock at the door. There was a steward with his typewriter, envelope, paper, coffee, beer and
cigarettes. Wheeling the trolley in himself, Kayode tipped the steward. He put the typewriter on the table,
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arranged the paper beside it, opened a beer, lit a cigarette, and sat down to think. Carefully he inserted the paper in
the typewriter and started typing.
It was a long and tiring process because he could only use the two fingers to pick at the keys, but after about
four hours, hundreds of torrn sheets of paper, six bottles of beer and several packets of cigarettes it was ready. He
took the sheaf of papers and put them in the envelope. Riding the elevator down, he walked quickly to the Jaguar
and got in. He reversed out on to the road and drove over to Victor’s office. He caught him in the office. Handing
over the envelope Kayode said,
“Here’s my report. Sorry it’s a bit late.”
“Not to worry. How is the Eko Holiday Inn?”
“Not bad. Pretty girls with a lot of money but no brains to back it up. I think I’ll go and get me one. See you,”
Kayode said, walking to the door.
“Yeh, how about dinner tonight?” Victor said. Pausing at the door, Kayode nodded.
“OK. By the way, the car. Another present from your father?”
“You could say that,” Victor replied. …
198.161 Love Poems\fn{by Helon Habila (1967-

)}

Nigeria (M) 9

In the middle of his second year in prison, Lomba got access to pencil and paper and he started a diary. It was
not easy. He had to write in secret, mostly in the early mornings when the night warders, tired of peeping through
the door bars, waited impatiently for the morning shift. Most of the entries he simply headed with the days of the
week; the exact dates, when he used them, were often incorrect. The first entry was in July 1997, a Friday.
Friday, July 1991
Today I begin a diary, to say all the things I want to say to myself, because here in prison there is no one to listen. I
express myself. It stops me from standing in the centre of this narrow cell and screaming at the top of my voice. It stops
me from jumping up suddenly and bashing my head repeatedly against the wall. Prison chains not so much your hands
and feet as it does your voice.
I express myself. I let my mind soar above these walls to bring back distinct, exotic bricks with which I seek to build
a more endurable cell within this cell. Prison. Misprison. Dis. Un. Prisoner. See? I write of my state in words of
derision, aiming thereby to reduce the weight of these walls from my shoulders, to rediscover my nullified
individuality. Here in prison loss of self is often expressed as anger. Anger is the baffled prisoner’s attempt to
recrystallize his slowly dissolving self. The anger creeps on you, like twilight edging out the day. It builds in you
silently until one day it explodes in violence, surprising you.
I saw it happen in my first month in prison. A prisoner, without provocation, had attacked an unwary warder at the
toilets. The prisoner had come out of a bath-stall and there was the warder before him, monitoring the morning
ablutions. Suddenly the prisoner leaped upon him, pulling him by the neck to the ground, grinding him into the black,
slimy water that ran in the gutter from the toilets. He pummelled the surprised face repeatedly until other warders came
and dragged him away. They beat him to a pulp before throwing him into solitary.
Sometimes the anger leaves you as suddenly as it appeared; then you enter a state of tranquil acceptance. You realize
the absolute puerility of your anger: it was nothing but acid, cancer, eating away your bowels in the dark. You accept
the inescapability of your fate; and with that, you learn the craft of cunning. You learn ways of surviving—surviving
the mindless banality of the walls around you, the incessant harassment from the warders; you learn to hide money in
your anus, to hold a cigarette inside your mouth without wetting it. And each day survived is a victory against the jailor,
a blow struck for freedom.
My anger lasted a whole year. I remember the exact day it left me. It was a Saturday, a day after a failed escape
attempt by two convicted murderers. The warders were more than usually brutal that day; the inmates were on
tenterhooks, not knowing from where the next blow would come. We were lined up in rows in our cell, waiting for
hours to be addressed by the prison superintendent. When he came his scowl was hard as rock, his eyes were red and
singeing, like fire. He paced up and down before us, systematically flagellating us with his harsh, staccato sentences.
We listened, our heads bowed, our hearts quaking.
When he left, an inmate, just back from a week in solitary, broke down and began to weep. His hands shook, as if
with a life of their own.
“What’s going to happen next?” he wailed, going from person to person, looking into each face, not waiting for an
answer. “We’ll be punished. If I go back there I’ll die. I can’t. I can’t.”
Now he was standing before me, a skinny mass of eczema inflammations, and ringworm, and snot. He couldn’t be
more than twenty. I thought, what did he do to end up in this dungeon? Then, without thinking, I reached out and patted
his shoulder. I even smiled. With a confidence I did not feel I said kindly,
“No one will take you back.” He collapsed into my arms, soaking my shirt with snot and tears and saliva.
“Everything will be all right,” I repeated over and over. That was the day the anger left me.

In the over two months that he wrote before he was discovered and his diary seized, Lomba managed to put in
quite a large number of entries. Most of them were poems, and letters to various persons from his by now hazy,
pre-prison life—letters he can’t have meant to send. There were also long soliloquies and desultory interior
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monologues. The poems were mostly love poems; fugitive lines from poets he had read in school: Donne,
Shakespeare, Graves, Eliot, etc. Some were his original compositions rewritten from memory; but a lot were fresh
creations—tortured sentimental effusions to women he had known and admired. and perhaps loved. Of course
they might be imaginary beings, fabricated in the smithy of his prison-fevered mind. One of the poems reads like
a prayer to a much doubted, but fervently hoped for God:
Lord, I’ve had days black as pitch
And nights crimson as blood
But they have passed over me, like water.
Let this one also pass over me, lightly,
Like a smooth rock rolling down the hill,
Down my back, my skin, like soothing water.

That, he wrote, was the prayer on his lips the day the cell door opened without warning and the superintendent,
flanked by two baton carrying warders, entered.
Monday, July
I had waited for this; perversely anticipated it with each day that passed, with each surreptitious sentence that I
wrote. I knew it was me he came for when he stood there, looking bigger than life, bigger than the low, narrow cell.
The two dogs with him licked their chops and growled menacingly. Their eyes roved hungrily over the petrified
inmates caught sitting, or standing, or crouching; laughing, frowning, scratching—like figures in a movie still.
“Lomba, step forward!” his voice rang out suddenly.
In the frozen silence it sounded like glass breaking on concrete, but harsher, without the tinkling. I was on my
mattress on the floor, my back propped against the damp wall. I stood up. I stepped forward. He turned the scowl on
me.
“So, Lomba. You are.”
“Yes. I am Lomba,” I said.
My voice did not fail me. Then he nodded, almost imperceptibly, to the two dogs. They bounded forward eagerly,
like game hounds scenting a rabbit, one went to a tiny crevice low in the wall, almost hidden by my mattress. He threw
aside the mattress and poked two fingers into the triangular crack. He came out with a thick roll of papers. He looked
triumphant as he handed it to the superintendent. Their informer had been exact. The other hound reached unerringly
into a tiny hole in the sagging, rain-designed ceiling and brought out another tube of papers.
“Search. More!” the superintendent barked.
He unrolled the tubes. He appeared surprised at the number of sheets in his hands. I was. I didn’t know I had written
so much. When they were through with the holes and crevices the dogs turned their noses to my personal effects. They
picked my mattress and shook and sniffed and poked. They ripped off the tattered cloth on its back. There were no
papers there. They took the pillow-cum-rucksack (a jeans trouser-leg cut off at mid-thigh and knotted at the ankle) and
poured out the contents onto the floor. Two threadbare shirts, one trouser, one plastic comb, one toothbrush, one halfused soap. and a pencil.
This is the sum of my life, I thought, this is what I’ve finally shrunk to; the detritus after the explosion: a comb, a
toothbrush, two shirts, one trouser, and a pencil. They swooped on the pencil before it had finished rolling on the floor,
almost knocking heads in their haste.
“A pencil!” the superintendent said, shaking his head, exaggerating his amazement.
The prisoners were standing in a tight. silent arc. He walked the length of the arc, displaying the papers and pencil,
clucking his tongue.
“Papers. And pencil. In prison. Can you believe that? In my prison!”
I was sandwiched between the two hounds, watching the drama in silence. I felt removed from it all. Now the
superintendent finally turned to me. He bent a little at the waist. pushing his face into mine. I smelt his grating smell; I
picked out the white roots beneath his carefully dyed moustache.
“I will ask. Once. Who gave you. Papers?”
He spoke like that, in jerky, truncated sentences. I shook my head. I did my best to meet his red hot glare.
“I don’t know.”
Some of the inmates gasped, shocked; they mistook my answer for reckless intrepidity. They thought I was foolishly
trying to protect my source. But in a few other eyes I saw sympathy. They understood that I had really forgotten from
where the papers came.
“Hmm,” the superintendent growled. His eyes were on the papers in his hands, he kept folding and unfolding them. I
was surprised he had not pounced on me yet. Maybe he was giving me a spell to reconsider my hopeless decision to
protect whoever it was I was protecting. The papers. They might have blown in through the door bars on the sentinel
wind that sometimes patrolled the prison yard in the evenings. Maybe a sympathetic warder, seeing my yearning for
self-expression emblazoned like neon on my face, had secretly thrust the roll of papers into my hands as he passed me
in the yard. Maybe—and this seems more probable—I bought them from another inmate (anything can be bought here
in prison: from marijuana to a gun).
But I had forgotten. In prison, memory short-circuit is an ally to be cultivated at all costs.
“1 repeat. My question. Who gave you the papers?” he thundered into my face, spraying me with spit. I shook my
head.
“I have forgotten.”
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I did not see it, but he must have nodded to one of the hounds. All I felt was the crushing blow on the back of my
neck, where it meets the head. I pitched forward, stunned by pain and the unexpectedness of it. My face struck the door
bars and I fell before the superintendent’s boots. I saw blood where my face had touched the floor. I waited. I stared,
mesmerized, at the reflection of my eyes in the high gloss of the boots’ toecaps. One boot rose and descended on my
neck, grinding my face into the floor.
“So, you won’t. Talk. You think you are. Tough,” he shouted. “You are. Wrong. Twenty years! That is how long I
have been dealing with miserable bastards like you. Let this be an example to all of you. Don’t. Think you can deceive
me. We have our sources of information. You can’t. This insect will be taken to solitary and he will be properly dealt
with. Until. He is willing to. Talk.”
I imagined his eyes rolling balefully round the tight, narrow cell, branding each of the sixty inmates separately. The
boot pressed down harder on my neck; I felt a tooth bend at the root.
“Don’t think because you are political. Detainees you are untouchable. Wrong. You are all rats. Saboteurs. Antigovernment rats. That is all. Rats.”
But the superintendent was too well versed in the ways torture to throw me into solitary that very day. I waited two
days before they came and blindfolded me and took me away to the solitary section. In the night. Forty-eight hours. In
the first 24 hours I waited with my eyes fixed to the door, bracing myself whenever it opened; but it was only the cooks
bringing the meal, or the number-check warders come to count the inmates for the night, or the slop-disposal team. In
the second 24 hours I bowed my head into my chest and refused to look up. I was tired. I refused to eat or speak or
move. I was rehearsing for solitary.
They came, around ten in the night. The two hounds. Banging their batons on the door bars, shouting my name,
cursing and kicking at anyone in their path. I hastened to my feet before they reached me, my trouser-leg rucksack
clutched like a shield in my hands. The light of their torch on my face was like a blow.
“Lomba!”
“Come here! Move!”
“Oya, out. Now!”
I moved, stepping high over the stirring bodies on the floor. A light fell on my rucksack.
“What’s that in your hand, eh? Where you think say you dey carry am go? Bring am. Come here! Move!”
Outside. The cell door clanked shut behind us. All the compounds were in darkness. Only security lights from poles
shone at the sentry posts. In the distance the prison wall loomed huge and merciless, like a mountain. Broken bottles.
Barbed wire. Then they threw the blindfold over my head. My hands instinctively started to rise, but they were held and
forced behind me and cuffed.
“Follow me.”
One was before me, the other was behind, prodding me with his baton. I followed the footsteps, stumbling.
At first it was easy to say where we were. There were eight compounds within the prison yard; ours was the only
one reserved for political detainees. There were four other Awaiting Trial Men’s compounds surrounding ours. Of the
three compounds for convicted criminals, one was for lifers and one, situated far away from the other compounds, was
for condemned criminals. Now we had passed the central lawn where the warders conduct their morning parade. We
turned left towards the convicted prisoners’ compound, then right towards … we turned right again, then straight … I
followed the boots, now totally disoriented. I realized that the forced march had no purpose to it, or rather its purpose
was not to reach anywhere immediately. It was part of the torture. I walked. On and on. I bumped into the front warder
whenever he stopped abruptly.
“What? You no de see? Idiot!”
Sometimes I heard their voices exchanging pleasantries and amused chuckles with other warders. We marched for
over 30 minutes; my slippered feet were chipped and bloody from hitting into stones. My arms locked behind me
robbed me of balance and often I fell down, then I’d be prodded and kicked. At some places—near the light poles—I
was able to see brief shimmers of light. At other places the darkness was thick as walls, and eerie. I recalled the
shuffling, chain-clanging steps we heard late at nights through our cell window. Reluctant, sad steps. Hanging victims
going to the hanging room; or their ghosts returning. We’d lie in the dark, stricken by immobility as the shuffling grew
distant and finally faded away.
Now we were on concrete, like a corridor. The steps in front halted. I waited. I heard metal knock against metal, then
the creaking of hinges. A hand took my wrist, cold metal touched me as the handcuffs were unlocked. My hands felt
light with relief. I must have been standing right before the cell door because when a hand on my back pushed me
forward I stumbled inside. I was still blindfolded, but I felt the consistency of the darkness change: it grew thicker, I
had to wade through it to feel the walls, the bunk, the walls and walls. That was all: walls so close together that I felt
like a man in a hole. I reached down and touched the bunk. I sat down. I heard the door close. I heard footsteps
retreating.
When I removed the blindfold the darkness remained the same, only now a little air touched my face. I closed my
eyes. I don’t know how long I remained like that, hunched forward on the bunk, my sore, throbbing feet on the floor,
my elbows on my knees, my eyes closed. As if realizing how close I was to tears. the smells got up from their corners,
shook the dust off their buttocks and lined up to make my acquaintance—to distract me from my sad thoughts.
I shook their hands one by one: Loneliness Smell. Anger Smell. Waiting Smell. Masturbation Smell. Fear Smell.
The most noticeable was Fear Smell. It filled the tiny room from floor to ceiling, edging out the others. I did not cry.
I opened my lips and slowly, like a Buddhist chanting his mantra. I prayed:
Let this one also pass over me, lightly,
Like a smooth rock rolling down the hill
Down my back, my skin, like soothing water.
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He was in solitary for three days. This is how he described the cell in his diary: The floor was about six feet by
ten, and the ceiling was about seven feet from the floor. There were exactly two pieces of furniture: the iron bunk
with its tattered, lice-ridden mat, and the slop bucket in the corner.
His only contacts with the outside were in the nights when his mess of beans, once daily, at six p.m., was
pushed into the cell through a tiny flap at the bottom of the wrought iron door, and at precisely eight p.m. when
the cell door was opened for him to take out the slop bucket and take in a fresh one. He wrote that the only way he
distinguished night from day was by the movement of his bowels—in hunger or in purgation. Once a day.
Then on the third day, late in the evening, things began to happen. Like Nichodemus, the superintendent came
to him, covertly, seeking knowledge.
Third Day. Solitary Cell
When I heard metal touch the lock on the door I sat down from my blind pacing. I composed my countenance. The
door opened. bringing in unaccustomed rays of light. I blinked.
“Oh, sweet light. May your face meeting mine bring me good fortune.”
When my eyes adjusted to the light. the superintendent was standing on the threshold—the cell entrance was a tight,
lighted frame around his looming form. He advanced into the cell and stood in the centre, before my disadvantaged
position on the bunk. His legs were planted apart, like an A. He looked like a cartoon figure: his jodhpurs-like uniform
trousers emphasised the skinniness of his calves, where they disappeared into the glass glossy boots. His stomach
bulged and hung like a belted sack. He cleared his voice.
When I looked at his face I saw his blubber lips twitching with the effort of attempted smile. But he couldn’t quite
carry it off. He started to speak, then stopped abruptly and began to pace the tiny space before the bunk. When he
returned to his original position he stopped. Now I noticed the sheaf of papers in his hands. He gestured in my face with
it.
“These. Are the. Your papers.”
His English was more disfigured than usual: soaking wet with the effort of saying whatever it was he wanted to say.
“I read. All. I read your file again. Also. You are journalist. This is your second year. Here. Awaiting trial. For
organising violence. Demonstration against. Anti-government demonstration against the military legal government.” He
did not thunder as usual.
“It is not true.”
“Eh?” The surprise on his face was comical. “You deny?”
“I did not orgamse a demonstration. I went there as a reporter.”
“Well …” He shrugged. “That is not my business. The truth. Will come out at your. Trial.”
“But when will that be? I have been forgotten. I am not allowed a lawyer, or visitors. I have been awaiting trial for
two years now …”
“Do you complain? Look. Twenty years I’ve worked in prisons all over this country. Nigeria. North. South. East.
West. Twenty years. Don’t be stupid. Sometimes it is better this way. How. Can you win a case against government?
Wait. Hope.” Now he lowered his voice, like a conspirator.
“Maybe there’ll be another coup, eh? Maybe the leader will collapse and die; he is mortal after all. Maybe a civilian
government will come. Then. There will be amnesty for all political prisoners. Amnesty. Don’t worry. Enjoy yourself.”
I looked at him planted before me like a tree, his hands clasped behind him, the papier-mache smile on his lips.
Enjoy yourself I turned the phrase over and over in my mind.
When I lay to sleep rats kept me awake, and mosquitoes, and lice, and hunger, and loneliness. The rats bit at my toes
and scuttled around in the low ceiling, sometimes falling onto my face from the holes in the ceiling. Enjoy yourself
“Your papers,” he said, thrusting them at me once more. I was not sure if he was offering them to me.
“I read them. All. Poems. Letters. Poems, no problem. The letters, illegal. I burned them. Prisoners sometimes
smuggle out letters to the press to make us look foolish. Embarrass the government. But the poems are harmless. Love
Poems. And diaries. You wrote the poems for your girl, isn’t it?”
He bent forward; he clapped a hand on my shoulder. I realized with wonder that the man, in his awkward, flatfooted
way. was making overtures of friendship to me. My eyes fell on the boot that had stepped on my neck just five days
ago. What did he want?
“Perhaps because I work in Prison. I wear uniform. You think I don’t know poetry, eh? Soyinka, Okigbo,
Shakespeare.”
It was apparent that he wanted to talk about poems, but he was finding it hard to begin.
“What do you want?” I asked.
He drew back to his full height.
“I write poems too. Sometimes,” he added quickly when the wonder grew and grew on my face. He dipped his hand
into his jacket pocket and came out with a foolscap paper. He unfolded it and handed it to me.
“Read.”
It was a poem; handwritten. The title was written in capital letters: MY LOVE FOR YOU. Like a man in a dream I
ran my eyes over the bold squiggles. After the first stanza I saw that it was a thinly veiled imitation of one of my
poems. I sensed his waiting. He was hardly breathing. I let him wait. Lord, I can’t remember another time when I had
felt so good. So powerful. I was Samuel Johnson and he was an aspiring poet waiting anxiously for my verdict, asking
tremulously:
“Sir, is it poetry, is it Pindar?” I wanted to say, with as much sarcasm as I could put into my voice:
“Sir, your poem is both original and interesting, but the part that is interesting is not original, and the part that is
original is not interesting.” But all I said was,
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“Not bad, you need to work on it some more.” The eagerness went out of his face and for a fleeting moment the
scowl returned.
“I promised my lady a poem. She is educated, you know. A teacher. You will write a poem for me. For my lady.”
“You want me to write a poem for you?”
I tried to mask the surprise, the confusion, and yes, the eagerness in my voice. He was offering me a chance to write.
“I am glad you understand. Her name is Janice. She has been to a university. She has class. Not like other girls. She
teaches in my son’s school. That is how we met.”
Even jailors fall in love, I thought inanely.
“At first she didn’t take me seriously. She thought I only wanted to use her and dump her. And. Also. We are of
different religion. She is Christian, I am Muslim. But no problem. I love her. But she still doubted. I did not know what
to do. Then I saw one of your poems … yes, this one.” He handed me the poem.
“It said everything I wanted to tell her.” It was one of my earliest poems, rewritten from memory.
“‘Three Words’. I gave it to her yesterday when I took her out.”
“You gave her my poem?”
“Yes.”
“You … you told her you wrote it?”
“Yes, yes, of course. I wrote it again in my own hand,” he said, unabashed. He had been speaking in a rush; now he
drew himself together and, as though to reassert his authority, began to pace the room, speaking in a subdued, measured
tone.
“I can make life easy for you here. I am the prison superintendent. There is nothing I cannot do, if I want. So write.
The poem. For me.”
There is nothing I cannot do. You can get me cigarettes, I am sure, and food. You can remove me from solitary. But
can you stand me outside these walls free under the stars? Can you connect the tips of my upraised arms to the stars so
that the surge of liberty passes down my body to the soft downy grass beneath my feet?
I asked for paper and pencil. And a book to read.

He was removed from the solitary section that day. The pencil and papers came, the book too. But not the one
he had asked for. He wanted Wole Soyinka’s prison notes, The Man Died; but when it came it was A Brief History
of West Africa. While writing the poems in the cell Lomba would sometimes let his mind wander; he’d picture the
superintendent and his lady out on a date, how he’d bring out the poem and unfold it and hand it to her and say
boldly,
“I wrote it for you. Myself.”
They sit outside on the verandah at her suggestion. The light from the hanging, wind-swayed Chinese lanterns
falls softly on them. The breeze blowing from the lagoon below smells fresh to her nostrils; she loves its
dampness on her bare arms and face. She looks across the circular table, with its vase holding a single rose petal,
at him. He appears nervous. A thin film of sweat covers his forehead. He removes his cap and dabs at his forehead
with a white handkerchief.
“Do you like it, a Chinese restaurant?” he asks, like a father anxious to please his favourite child.
It is their first outing together. He pestered her until she gave in. Sometimes she is at a loss what to make of his
attentions. She sighs. She turns her plump face to the deep blue lagoon. A white boat with dark stripes on its sides
speeds past; a figure is crouched inside, almost invisible. Her light, flower-patterned gown shivers in the light
breeze. She watches him covertly. He handles his chopsticks awkwardly, but determinedly.
“Waiter!” he barks, his mouth full of fish, startling her. “Bring another bottle of wine!”
“No. I am all right, really,” she says firmly, putting down her chopsticks. After the meal, which has been quite
delicious, he lifts the tiny, wine-filled porcelain cup before him and says:
“To you. And me.” She sips her drink, avoiding his eyes.
“I love you, Janice. Very much. I know you think I am not serious. That I only want to suck. The juice and
throwaway the peel. No.” He suddenly dips his hand into the pocket of his well-ironed white kaftan and brings out
a yellow paper.
“Read and see.” He pushes the paper across the table to her. “I wrote it. For you. A poem.”
She opens the paper. It smells faintly of sandalwood. She looks at the title: “Three Words”. She reaches past
the vase with its single, white rose petal, past the wine bottle. the wine glasses, and covers his hairy hand with
hers briefly.
“Thank you.”
She reads the poem, shifting in her seat towards the swaying light of the lantern:
When I hear the waterfall clarity of your laughter,
When I see the twilight softness of your eyes,
I feel like draping you all over myself; like a cloak,
To be warmed by your warmth.
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Your flower petal innocence, your perennial
Sapling resilience—your endless charms
All these set my mind on wild flights of fancy:
I add word unto word,
I compare adjectives and coin exotic phrases
But they all seem jaded, corny, unworthy
Of saying all I want to say to you.
So I take refuge in these simple words
Trusting my tone, my hand in yours, when I
Whisper them, to add depth and new
Twists of meaning to them. Three words:
I love you.

With his third or fourth poem for the superintendent, Lomba began to send Janice cryptic messages. She
seemed to possess an insatiable appetite for love poems. Every day a warder came to the cell, in the evening. with
the same request from the superintendent: “The poem.” When he finally ran out of original poems, Lomba began
to plagiarise the masters from memory. Here are the opening lines of one:
Janice, your beauty is to me
Like those treasures of gold …

Another one starts:
I wonder, my heart, what you and I
Did till we loved. . .

But it was Lomba’s bowdlerization of Sappho’s\fn{ A Greek poetess of Lesbos, who flourished c.600BC, famous for her love
Ode that brought the superintendent to the cell door:

lyrics}

A peer of goddesses she seems to me
The lady who sits over against me
Face to face,
Listening to the sweet tones of my voice,
And the loveliness of my laughing.
It is this that sets my heart fluttering
In my chest,
For if I gaze on you but for a little while
I am no longer master of my voice,
And my tongue lies useless
And a delicate flame runs over my skin
No more do I see with my eyes;
The sweat pours down me
I am all seized with trembling
And I grow paler than the grass
My strength fails me
And I seem little short of dying.

He came to the cell door less than 20 minutes after the poem had reached him, waving the paper in the air, a real
smile splitting his granite face.
“Lomba, come out!” he hollered through the iron bars.
Lomba was lying on his wafer-thin mattress, on his back, trying to imagine figures out of the rain designs on
the ceiling. The door officer hastily threw open the door. The superintendent threw a friendly arm over Lomba’s
shoulders. He was unable to stand still. He walked Lomba up and down the grassy courtyard.
“This poem. Excellent. With this poem. After. I’ll ask her for marriage.”
He was incoherent in his excitement. He raised the paper and read aloud the first line, straining his eyes in the
dying light:
“‘A peer of goddesses she seems to me’. Yes. Excellent. She will be happy. Do you think I should ask her for.
Marriage; Today?” He stood before Lomba, bent forward expectantly, his legs planted in their characteristic Aformation.
“Why not?” Lomba answered.
A passing warder stared at the superintendent and the prisoner curiously. The twilight fell dully on the broken
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bottles studded in the concrete of the prison wall.
“Yes. Why not. Good.”
The superintendent walked up and down, his hands clasped behind him, his head bowed in thought. Finally he
stopped before Lomba and declared gravely:
“Tonight. I’ll ask her.”
Lomba smiled at him, sadly. The superintendent saw the smile; he did not see the sadness.
“Good. You are happy. I am happy too. I’ll send you a packet of cigarette. Two packets. Today. Enjoy. Now go
back inside.” He turned abruptly on his heels and marched away,
July
Janice came to see me two days after I wrote her the Sappho. I thought, she has discovered my secret messages, my
scriptive Morse tucked innocently in the lines of the poems I’ve written her.
Two o’clock is compulsory siesta time. The opening of the cell door brought me awake. My limbs felt heavy and
lifeless. I feared I might have an infection. The warder came directly to me.
“Oya, get up. The superintendent wan see you.”
His skin was coarse, coal black. He was fat and his speech came out in laboured gasps.
“Oya, get up. Get up,” he repeated impatiently.
I was in that lethargic, somnambulistic state condemned people surely fall into when, in total inanition and despair,
they await their fate—without fear or hope, because nothing could be changed. No dew-wet finger of light would come
poking into the parched gloom of the abyss they tenanted. I did not want to write any more poems for the
superintendent’s lover. I did not want any more of his cigarettes. I was tired of being pointed at behind my back, of
being whispered about by the other inmates as the superintendent’s informer, his fetch-water. I wanted to recover my
lost dignity. Now I realize that I really had no “self” to express; that self had flown away from me the day the chains
touched my hands; what is left here is nothing but a mass of protruding bones and unkempt hair and tearful eyes; an
asshole for shitting and farting; and a penis that in the mornings grows turgid in vain. This left-over self, this seableached wreck panting on the iron-filing sands of the shores of this penal island is nothing but hot air, and hair, and
ears cocked, hopeful … So I said to the warder:
“I don’t want to see him today. Tell him ‘I’m sick.’”
The fat face contorted. He raised his baton in Pavlovian response.
“What?”
But our eyes met. He was smart enough to decipher the bold “No Trespassing” sign written in mine. Smart enough
to obey. He moved back, shrugging, “Na you go suffer!” he blustered, and left.
I was aware of the curious eyes staring at me. I closed mine. I willed my mind over the prison walls to other places.
Free. I dreamt of standing under the stars, my hands raised, their tips touching the blinking, pulsating electricity of the
stars. My naked body surging with the surge. The rain would be falling. There’d be nothing else: just me and rain and
stars and my feet on the wet downy grass earthing the electricity of freedom..
He returned almost immediately. There was a smirk on his fat face as he handed me a note. I recognised the
superintendent’s clumsy scrawl. It was brief, a one-liner:
Janice is here. Come. Now.
Truncated, even in writing. I got up and pulled on my sweat-grimed shirt. I slipped my feet into my old, worn-out
slippers. I followed the warder. We passed the parade ground, and the convicted men’s compound. An iron gate, far to
our right, locked permanently, led to the women’s wing of the prison. We passed the old laundry, which now served as a
barbershop on Saturdays—the prison’s sanitation day. A gun-carrying warder opened a tiny door in the huge gate that
led into a foreyard where the prison officials had their offices. I had been here before, once, on my first day in prison.
There were cars parked before the offices, cadets in their well-starched uniforms came and went, their young faces
looking comically stern. Female secretaries with time on their hands stood in the corridors gossiping. The
superintendent’s office was not far from the gate; a flight of three concrete steps led up to a thick wooden door, which
bore the single word:
SUPERINTENDENT
My guide knocked on it timidly before turning the handle.
“The superintendent wan see am,” he informed the secretary.
She barely looked up from her typewriter; she nodded. Her eyes were bored, uncurious.
“Enter,” the warder said to me, pointing to a curtained doorway beside the secretary’s table. I entered. A lady sat in
one of the two visitors’ armchairs Her back to the door; her elbows rested on the huge Formica-topped table before her.
Janice. She was alone. When she turned I noted that my mental image of her was almost accurate. She was plump. Her
face was warm and homely. She came half way out of her chair, turning it slightly so that it faced the other chair. There
was a tentative smile on her face as she asked:
“Mr. Lomba?”
I almost said no, surprised by the “mister”. I nodded. She pointed at the empty chair.
“Please sit down.”
She extended a soft, pudgy hand to me. I took it and marvelled at its softness. She was a teacher; the hardness would
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be in the fingers: the tips of the thumb and the middle finger, and the side of the index finger.
“Muftau … the superintendent, will be here soon. He just stepped out,” she said.
Her voice was clear, a little high-pitched. Her English was correct, each word carefully pronounced and projected.
Like in a classroom. I was struck by how clean she looked,. squeaky-clean; her skin glowed like a child’s after a bath.
She had obviously taken a lot of trouble with her appearance: her blue evening dress looked almost new, a slash of red
lipstick extended to the left cheek after missing the curve of the lip. She crossed and uncrossed her legs, tapping the left
foot on the floor. She was nervous. That was when I realized I had not said a word since I entered.
“Welcome to the prison,” I said, unable to think of anything else. She nodded.
“Thank you. I told Muftau I wanted to see you. The poems, I just knew it wasn’t him writing them. I went along
with it for a while, but later I told him.”
She opened the tiny handbag in her lap and took out some papers. The poems. She put them on the table and
unfolded them, smoothing out the creases, uncurling the edges.
“After the Sappho I decided I must see you. It was my favourite poem in school, and I like your version of it.”
“Thank you,” I said. I liked her directness, her sense of humour.
“So I told him—look, I know who the writer is, he is one of the prisoners, isn’t he? That surprised him. He couldn’t
figure out how I knew. But I was glad he didn’t deny it. I told him that. And if we are getting married, there shouldn’t
be secrets between us, should there?”
Ah, I thought, so my Sappho has worked the magic. Aloud, I said,
“Congratulations.” She nodded,
“Thanks. Muftau is a nice person, really, when you get to know him. His son, Farouk, was in my class—he’s
finished now—really, you should see them together. So touching. I know he has his awkward side, and that he was once
married—but I don’t care. After all, I have a little past too. Who doesn’t?”
She added the last quickly, as if scared she was revealing too much to a stranger. Her left hand went up and down as
she spoke, like a hypnotist, like a conductor. After a brief pause, she continued:
“After all the pain he’s been through with his other wife, he deserves some happiness. She was in the hospital a
whole year before she died.”
Muftau. The superintendent had a name, and a history, maybe even a soul. I looked at his portrait hanging on the
wall, he looked young in it, serious-faced and smart, like the cadet warders outside. I turned to her and said suddenly
and sincerely:
“I am glad you came. Thanks.”
Her face broke into a wide, dimpled smile. She was actually pretty. A little past her prime, past her sell-by date, but
still nice, still viable.
“Oh, no. I am the one that should be glad. I love meeting poets. I love your poems. Really I do.”
“Not all of them are mine.”
“I know—but you give them a different feel, a different tone. And also, I discovered your S.O.S. I had to come.”
She picked the poems off the table and handed them to me, There were 13 of them. Seven were my originals, six
were purloined, She had carefully underlined in red ink certain lines in some of them—the same line, actually,
recurring, There was a waiting-to-be-congratulated smile on her face as she awaited my comment.
“You noticed,” I said.
“Of course I did. S.O.S. It wasn’t apparent at first. I began to notice the repetition with the fifth poem. ‘Save my
soul, a prisoner’.”
Save my soul, a prisoner. The first time I put down the words, in the third poem, it had been non-deliberate. I was
just making alliteration. Then I began to repeat it in the subsequent poems. But how could I tell her that the message
wasn’t really for her, or for anyone else? It was for myself, perhaps, written by me to my own soul, to every other soul,
the collective soul of the universe. I said to her:
“The first time I wrote it an inmate had died. His name was Thomas. No, he wasn’t sick. He just started vomiting
after the afternoon meal, and before the warders came to take him to the clinic, he died. Just like that. He died.
Watching his stiffening face, with the mouth open and the eyes staring, as the inmates took him out of the cell, an
irrational fear had gripped me. I saw myself being taken out like that, my lifeless arms dangling, brushing the ground.
The fear made me sit down, shaking uncontrollably amidst the flurry of movements and voices excited by the tragedy. I
was scared. I felt certain I was going to end up like that. Have you ever felt like that, certain that you were going to die?
No? I did. I was going to die. My body would end up in some anonymous mortuary, and later in an unmarked grave,
and no one would know. No one would care. It happens every day here. I am a political detainee, if I die I am just one
antagonist less. That was when I wrote the S.O.S. It was just a message in a bottle, thrown without much hope into the
sea—”
I stopped speaking when my hands started to shake. I wanted to put them in my pocket to hide them from her. But
she had seen it. She left her seat and came to me. She took both my hands in hers.
“You’ll not die. You’ll get out alive. One day it will all be over,” she said.
Her perfume, mixed with her female smell, rose into my nostrils; flowery, musky. I had forgotten the last time a
woman had stood so close to me. Sometimes, in our cell, when the wind blows from the female prison, we’ll catch
distant sounds of female screams and shouts and even laughter. That is the closest we ever come to women. Only when
the wind blows, at the right time, in the right direction. Her hands on mine, her smell, her presence, acted like fire on
some huge, prehistoric glacier locked deep in my chest. And when her hand touched my head and the back of my neck,
I wept.
When the superintendent returned my sobbing face was buried in janice's ample bosom, her hands were on my head,
patting, consoling, like a mother, all the while cooing softly,
“One day it will finish.”
I pulled away from her. She gave me her handkerchief.
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“What is going on? Why is he crying?”
He was standing just within the door—his voice was curious, with a hint of jealousy. I wiped my eyes; I subdued my
body’s spasms. He advanced slowly into the room and went round to his seat. He remained standing, his hairy hands
resting on the table.
“Why is he crying?” he repeated to Janice.
“Because he is a prisoner,” Janice replied simply. She was still standing beside me, facing the superintendent.
“Well. So. Is he realizing that just now?
“Don’t be so unkind, Muftau.” I returned the handkerchief to her.
“Muftau, you must help him.”
“Help. How?”
“You are the prison superintendent. There’s a lot you can do.”
“But I can’t help him. He is a political detainee. He has not even been tried.”
“And you know that he is never going to be tried. He will be kept here forever, forgotten.”
Her voice became sharp and indignant. The superintendent drew back his seat and sat down. His eyes were lowered.
When he looked up, he said earnestly,
“Janice. There’s nothing anyone can do for him. I’ll be implicating myself. Besides, his lot is far easier than that of
other inmates. I give him things. Cigarettes. Soap. Books. And I let him. Write.”
“How can you be so unfeeling! Put yourself in his shoes—two years away from friends, from family, without the
power to do anything you wish to do. Two years in CHAINS! How can you talk of cigarettes and soap, as if that were
substitute enough for all that he has lost?”
She was like a teacher confronting an erring student. Her left hand tapped the table for emphasis as she spoke.
“Well?”
He looked cowed. His scowl alternated rapidly with a smile. He stared at his portrait on the wall behind her. He
spoke in a rush,
“Well. I could have done something. Two weeks ago. The Amnesty International. People came. You know, white
men. They wanted names of. Political detainees held. Without trial. To pressure the government to release them.”
“Well?”
“Well.”
He still avoided her stare. His eyes touched mine and hastily passed. He picked a pen and twirled it between his
fingers, the pen slipped out of his fingers and fell to the floor.
“I didn’t. Couldn’t. You know … I thought he was comfortable. And, he was writing the poems, for you …”
His voice was almost pleading. Surprisingly, I felt no anger at hjm. He was just Man. Man in his basic, rudimentary
state, easily moved by the powerful emotions, like love, lust, anger, greed, fear; but totally dumb to the finer, acquired
emotions like pity and mercy and humour, and justice.
Janice slowly picked up her bag from the table. There was enormous dignity to her movements. She clasped the bag
under her left arm. Her words were slow, almost sad,
“I see now that I’ve made a mistake. You are not really the man I thought you were …”
“Janice.” He stood up and started coming round to her, but a gesture stopped him.
“No. Let me finish. I want you to contact these people. Give them his name. If you can’t do that, then forget you
ever knew me.”
Her hand brushed my arm as she passed me to the door. He started after her, then stopped halfway across the room.
We stared in silence at the curtained doorway, listening to the sound of her heels on the bare floor till it finally died
away. He returned slowly to his seat and slumped into it. The wood creaked audibly in the quiet office.
“Go,” he said, not looking at me.

The above is the last entry in Lomba’s diary. There’s no record of how far the superintendent went to help him
regain his freedom, but like he told Janice, there was very little he could have done for a political detainee—
especially since about a week after that meeting a coup was attempted against the military leader, General Sani
Abacha, by some officers close to him.
There was an immediate crackdown on all pro-democracy activists, and the prisons all over the country
swelled with political detainees. A lot of those already in detention were transferred randomly to other prisons
around the country—for security reasons. Lomba was among them. He was transferred to Agodi Prison in Ibadan.
From there he was moved to the far north, a small desert town called Gashuwa. There was no record of him after
that.
*
A lot of these political prisoners died in detention, although only the prominent ones made the headlines—
people like Moshood Abiola and General Yar Adua.
But somehow it is hard to imagine that Lomba died, a lot seems to point to the contrary. His diary, his
economical expressions, show a very sedulous character at work. A survivor. The years in prison must have taught
him not to hope too much, not to despair too much, that for the prisoner nothing kills as surely as too much hope
or too much despair. He had learned to survive in tiny atoms, piecemeal, a day at a time. It is probable that in
1998, when the military dictator, Abacha, died, and his successor, General Abdulsalam Abubakar, dared to open
the gates to democracy, and to liberty for the political detainees, Lomba was in the ranks of those released.
This is how it might have happened: Lomba was perhaps seated in a dingy cell in Gashuwa, his eyes closed,
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his mind soaring above the glass-studded prison walls, mingling with the stars and the rain in elemental union of
freedom; then the door clanked open, and when he opened his eyes, it was Liberty standing over him, smiling
kindly, extending an arm. And Liberty said softly,
“Come. It is time to go.”
And they left, arm in arm.
213.30 Excerpt from In The Shadow Of A Saint: A Son’s Journey To Understand His Father’s Legacy\fn{by
Ken Wiwa (1968- )} Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria (M) 16
1
I ran into him one afternoon two years after he was murdered. He was in his house in the village, sitting in a
chair at the far end of a long rectangular room. He was smoking his pipe and listening to a group of elders who
were animatedly discussing MOSOP\fn{Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People, an Ogoni-based non-governmental, nonpolitical apex organization of the Ogoni ethnic minority people of South-Eastern Nigeria, founded in 1990 with the mandate to campaign
non-violently to Promote democratic awareness; Protect the environment of the Ogoni People; Seek social, economic and physical
development for the region; Protect the cultural rights and practices of the Ogoni people; and Seek appropriate rights of self-determination
for the Ogoni people} business.

I was five thousand kilometres away, in London, trying to find a way into this story. As soon as that picture of
him popped up in my head, I decided to retrace my steps to find out why that particular image, out of all the ones
I have of him, had become my abiding memory of my father.
The story begins in March 1992, when he came over to London and gave me an ultimatum.
I had graduated from university two years earlier, and had been drifting in and out of temporary jobs in
London. I was unsure of what I wanted to do with my life and was trying to break into journalism, though deep
down all I really wanted to do was play professional sports. I was good at games—football, cricket, rugby—but I
had never dedicated myself to any of them because I knew my father would never approve. Although he loved
sports, he felt they were a part of the “entertainment industry”; and as he later told me in one of his letters from
detention, the best black minds had no business playing sports for a living.
Although I wanted to pursue my own ambitions, that was easier thought than done, especially as he had given
me the kind of opportunities that few people, let alone Ogonis, even dream of. I could never shake the feeling that
I owed him, that he had worked so hard to give me a head start in life and I had an obligation to repay the faith he
had invested in me. Whenever I thought of going my own way, a little voice would pull me back, reminding me
that I’d been given, as he used to say, “the best education that money could buy … the best opportunities in life.”
He wanted me to return to Nigeria. That was why he had sent five of his children to private schools in England.
He hoped, he expected, that we would all return to Nigeria at the end of our studies and apply our expensively
educated minds to the resolution of the problems facing our people.
But if there was one thing I was sure of in March 1992, it was that I didn’t want to return to Nigeria. There
were all kinds of complicated reasons for this but the only one I could articulate at the time was that it was what
my father wanted me to do. I wanted to make my own choices, and I needed time to work things out for myself.
But he was impatient. He couldn’t see the point of me “loitering around the fringes of British society” when there
was so much to do at home. He wanted me to help him run the business, or better still, to apply my skills to the
cause that was just starting to fire our people’s imagination.
But what, I argued, was the point of going back to a place that most people were desperate to leave? There was
nothing to entice me back there. Nigeria was a frustrating place to live—the constant power shortages, the
oppressive heat, the mosquitoes, the sand flies. The prospect of working for my father was hardly a selling point,
and since I was firmly apolitical I didn’t want to sign up for the struggle. (When you grow up in a political home
you either toe the party line or you want to get as far away from politics as possible.)
If there was one thing my father hated it was procrastination. You had to have a positive reason for not wanting
to do something. And since I couldn’t find a decent excuse for remaining in England, I tended to avoid him
whenever he came to London.
Facing my father was like taking a hard look at myself in an unforgiving mirror. Each time I stood before him,
I saw the man I was meant to become. I saw the man I would always be compared to. He was ambitious and
worked hard. He relished and sought out challenges. He was careful with his money. He was meticulous and
religious in his attention to detail. He was confident in himself, and he was successful. He was, I was certain,
everything I wasn’t.
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It was hard to avoid him, though, and even if I only saw him three times a year, he was never far from my
mind. I could never completely relax and live my life on my own terms. Even if I managed to convince myself
that most of my peers in Nigeria were looking to leave the country, or that the struggle to make the country a
better place was a thankless task, I could never shake the thought that it was a thankless task to which my father
had dedicated his life. I could argue the toss, convince myself that I would rather be a black man in a white man’s
country than endure the daily aggravations and frustrations of living in Nigeria. I could argue that I just wanted to
live in a place where I could get a job that paid a decent wage, where I had a roof over my head, with running
water and a constant supply of electricity. But just as I was getting comfortable with my decision to give up on
Nigeria, just when I had satisfied myself that the country could never offer me a reasonable life, and just when I
had forgotten about Nigeria—that was when he usually came back to remind me of my obligations.
When he came over, he was rarely in the same place for very long. He was always rushing around, hustling for
business, cultivating his contacts, dropping in on old friends and looking up his girlfriends. You never knew when
he would turn up. You would be lounging in the house watching television, enjoying your holiday, and he would
suddenly burst through the door. Once you recovered from the shock, the games would begin. I would hide in my
room, trying to figure out how long he was going to stay. I would listen for clues as he boomed down the
telephone, barking orders to his offices in Nigeria. If he didn’t reveal his travel plans, I would bide my time and
wait until he had left the house before going downstairs to rummage through the papers scattered on the dining
room table.
In my father’s house, there was never any clear distinction between home and office—at least not at our
London home. He treated the place like a warehouse. Cartons of unsold copies of his books were piled in the
corridors and crammed on the bookshelves in his bedroom and in the garage. A big, red, ugly filing cabinet filled
with letters and documents, all meticulously cataloged, sat in the middle of the house. He kept strict records on
everything, including detailed accounts of how much he had spent on my education. There was nothing lavish
about the house. It was an unremarkable, modest, four-bedroom home in a lower-middle-class suburb of London.
If anything, it was a relatively small house for a family of seven, especially as half of it was commandeered as a
warehouse. Home comforts were not high on my father’s list of priorities—especially in England. As far as he
was concerned, his children were in England to get an education. His attitude to the house was probably meant to
reinforce that message.
If I didn’t find his plane ticket among his papers, I would search through his notebooks, where he scribbled his
plans and thoughts. I often came across outlines for novels, screenplays and rough drafts of poems jostling with
reminders to pay bills and obscure calculations and estimates of his fortune. If I didn’t get an idea from the
notebooks of when he was due to fly back, I would second-guess him anyway—he rarely spent more than a
month away from Nigeria.
He always returned home, though I could not understand why. He was forever moaning about the situation in
Nigeria, and I would wonder why, when he had the means, he didn’t just walk away and leave it all behind. But
all he ever did was complain and then go back. It was almost as if he actually relished the challenges of living
there. Most reasonable men had long since given up or been forced to compromise their principles out of the sheer
frustration of trying to survive in a society that “rewarded theft and penalized hard work”, as he used to say with a
perverse grin.
I would usually wait until the night before he was due to fly back to Nigeria, when he was too tired or too busy
tying up the loose ends of his trip to pin me down, to raise the issue of my future. My timing always aggravated
him.
“Why do you always wait until I am just about to leave before you come and trouble me with your problems?”
he would groan.
When we found a mutually inconvenient moment to talk, he would sit on the edge of the large sofa opposite
the fireplace in the lounge, filling his pipe with tobacco. He would pack the tobacco tightly with his thumbs. It
always took him two or three attempts to light it, but once he got it going, he would ease back into the sofa and
puff away, popping his lips contentedly. He always had a puzzled frown on his face as the smoke curled out of his
pipe, filling the room with a thick cloud of a rich, woody aroma. I usually sat in an armchair next to the fireplace,
staring ahead in nervous silence, conscious of the intense expression on his face. Once he’d collected his
thoughts, he would take three short puffs, yank the pipe out of his mouth, lick his lips, and swallow loudly.
“How are your studies going?” he would bark at me.
“Fine,” I would reply tersely.
He usually took the hint and switched to a less sensitive topic. I would still bat his questions back at him,
responding with monosyllabic, guarded answers. Whenever we attempted to talk about anything other than
politics or school, the conversation usually ended in an awkward, embarrassed silence, but once we gave up the
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pretence that we could manage anything as complicated as small talk, and reverted to the familiar parameters of
our relationship, the conversation would flow. He usually opened the proceedings, droning on about his politics,
trying to drill his values into me, sprinkling the lecture with his favorite phrases:
“Hard work doesn’t kill.”
“To whom much is given, much is expected.”
“In Nigeria, the only wrongdoers are those who do no wrong.”
“To live a day in Nigeria is to die many times.”
He usually ended with the clincher that the ball was in my court, or with the reminder that he had given me the
best opportunities in life. I would listen patiently, waiting to sneak my own items onto his agenda. I rarely
questioned his politics—they had a seductive logic that was hard to deny. If I offered any thoughts of my own, it
was usually to placate him so that he would be more malleable when it was time to extract some money out of
him.
Getting money out of my father was a tricky business. The man had deep pockets but very short arms. If the
money was for furthering your education, he would gladly cough up. If not, you had to be circumspect, pick your
moment. If you allowed him to get too far ahead of himself, he would talk you into a corner; you had to dance
around him, wait for a gap in his sermon, for that moment when it was okay to ask for money without feeling that
you had to mortgage your future to him.
He was quite indulgent, given how I must have taxed his patience. Although he had an extremely short fuse, he
rarely lost his temper with me. He could be caustic and brusque, but he was quite philosophical whenever we
discussed my future. I was always wary of his temper, though. Underneath the calm, the mercury was bubbling.
Anything could set him off, from the thought of how much he was paying for my school fees or the
incoherence of my latest career plans to the state of my hair. If I showed up in dreadlocks he would stare at them,
trying to figure out what was going on under that “load of hair”. Stuffing his pipe between gritted teeth he would
puff away, popping his lips loudly, trying to stem the rising red mist.
We tiptoed around each other for years, avoiding the question of when I was going to go back to Nigeria.
Neither of us was prepared to compromise, and we had a tacit agreement not to talk about it.
“You know you have to return home once you’ve finished your studies,” he once snapped at me.
We were facing each other, sitting in the armchairs on either side of the fireplace. There was an uncomfortable
silence as the significance of what he had just said sank in. His face froze in anticipation of my answer; the
eyebrows arched, as if caught between making a statement and asking a question. He knew he had strayed into the
no-man’s land between us, and he must have read my murderous thoughts, because his face suddenly collapsed
into a pained look.
“You have no choice,” he muttered weakly.
I sidestepped the question with my usual claim that I wanted to “concentrate on my studies before making up
my mind,” and watched him choke back his disappointment. He didn’t bring it up again until I had finished those
studies.
After I graduated from university, it became harder to avoid the issue. I did my worst, drifting in confused
circles until his patience snapped. That was when he came over to London and cut to the chase.
“What are you going to do with your life? When are you going to start living?” he demanded.
I started telling him about my plans to go to journalism school. As he listened to what must have sounded like
yet another one of my elaborate schemes to avoid having to go back home, he glowered at me. Whenever he gave
you that look—eyes blazing, mouth open and lips quivering—you knew it was better to save the cock-and-bull
stories for another time. Suitably intimidated, I clammed up and stared at him plaintively.
“If you don’t know what to do with yourself, why don’t you just come home and make yourself useful?
There’s plenty for you to do there.”
It was the tone that threw me. It was restrained, almost pleading. Even more devastating was the logic behind
the suggestion. I was vaguely aware that MOSOP had begun to restore the individual and collective pride of our
people. Women were being empowered. Everyone was getting involved in the movement—professionals,
traditional rulers and priests, even unemployed and unemployable youths. Every Ogoni was in MOSOP because
MOSOP was in every Ogoni, as the saying went. No one could opt out. The struggle was defining our people,
giving Ogoni a renewed sense of purpose.
I could hardly resist. I owed it to myself, to him, and to our people to return home and lend my weight to the
cause. He took my silence as a tacit acknowledgement that I had finally come round to his side of our struggle. He
rose up from the sofa and walked over to the dining table. He opened his briefcase, pulled out an airline ticket,
and tossed it onto the table.
“There’s a ticket to Lagos for you there,” he said, nodding in the direction of the ticket.
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I got up from my seat and examined it.
“Nobody will know if it is for you or me,” he snapped, closing my last loophole.
Not for the first time, I cursed my luck at having the same name as my father. I made a mental note that it was
time I did something about changing it. Meanwhile, he snapped his briefcase shut and gave me a brief pep talk.
He left for the airport the next day and I flew out to join him a week later, traveling, once again, on my father’s
name.
*
The first thing you notice, even before you leave the aircraft, is the heat. It is humid in Lagos, even at six in the
evening. It’s like stepping into a sauna. A film of air wraps around your skin like cellophane. It has that
unmistakably tropical, musty smell, and it tastes so thick that when you take your first breath you panic, thinking
you’re going to suffocate. While you’re busy gasping for air, the mosquitoes and sand flies home in to extract
their dues. I was born and raised in Nigeria, but England made me. England softened my skin and thickened my
blood, which was good for keeping out the cold but made me an easy target for every parasite in Nigeria.
As I emerged into the arrival hall, I was met by a sea of faces. The glazed, cold expressions always unnerved
me, stripping me of my pretensions. I shuffled along, anxiously scanning the crowd for a friendly face.
I’d been dreading that moment as the aircraft started its final descent into Lagos. As soon as the city’s
streetlights appeared below, I began to fret, wondering if someone would be at the airport to meet me. I had
missed my flight, and when I phoned my father’s office in Lagos to explain that I would be on a later one, he
exploded.
“Look, my friend,” he bellowed down the phone, “you better buck up your ideas and pull yourself together.
Just make sure you’re on the next flight down here, because if you miss that one, there won’t be anyone to meet
you at the airport.”
I wasn’t sure that he was joking; he was always trying to find out whether I could stand on my own two feet in
Nigeria. Although I was born in Lagos and had passed through it many times on my way to and from England, I
always felt out of place there. I have never known how to get around the vast, intimidating sprawl of the city.
“Junior!”
I stopped and peered into the crowd. The faces blurred until I saw Sonny, my father’s driver, with his
reassuringly familiar gap-toothed smile beaming back at me. He was as relieved to see me as I was to see him. I
imagine he wouldn’t have relished the prospect of having to tell my father that I hadn’t arrived.
As I waited for Sonny to fetch the car, I watched the crowds milling around me in the arrival hall. Languid
Muslims in white flowing robes ghosted across the concourse like tall ships in a crowded harbor. Soldiers
swaggered back and forth, waving their guns around with a casualness that was disconcerting. Expensively
dressed and haughty-looking women strutted around, avoiding predatory eyes and catcalls with practiced
indifference. Large families with children trailing in convoy crabbed across the terminal, dragging the entire
contents of their homes behind them. Hustlers worked the rich seam: middlemen, pickpockets, officials, and
unofficial officials. Beggars harassed travelers; clerics and priests swished past in starched robes while pastyfaced white men in sweat-stained khaki shirts scuttled to and from gleaming new cars.
The hustle at Murtala Muhammad is a good barometer of the state of the country. But that’s the paradox of
Nigeria: it might look chaotic but there is method to the madness. You just have to think on your feet—be smart,
as they say in Nigeria. You have to know the unwritten rules. And even if you do know the rules you still have to
assume that your friend is your enemy and that the vice is versa, because in Nigeria the only wrongdoers are those
who do no wrong.
Our Nobel laureate, Wole Soyinka, once declared that what Nigeria needed was therapy, not democracy. If that
was the trouble with the country, then Murtala Muhammad International Airport was, in March 1992, the waiting
room to the madhouse.
When Sonny returned with the car, we headed for my father’s office, where he was waiting. Once you hit the
ground, the order that you see from the aircraft turns out to be an ad hoc, unplanned mess; Lagos is a sprawling,
hectic, overcrowded, overpopulated, disorganized city. As you drive past its busy evening markets, you can just
about make out the shadows of people flickering in and out of the night. The atmosphere is thick with the smell of
petrol fumes and the heavy bass line of music blasting from huge roadside speakers. Something about being in
Lagos always gets my heart pumping a little faster, bringing on an anxiety that is strangely reassuring. Going
home is always a troubling reminder that I do and don’t belong there.
Somewhere in the middle of the liquid heat of a Lagos night is a district called Surulere, where my father had
an office. Surulere wasn’t the kind of place where you would expect to find the country’s most famous satirist, a
man who was rumored to be one of Nigeria’s super-rich. That was one of the paradoxes of my father: he lived “a
peripatetic life,” but once he settled somewhere he rarely moved house. When I once asked why he chose to have
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an office in Surulere, why he didn’t move to somewhere a little more salubrious, his face lit up. We were sitting in
his private office, a cool, windowless back room sparsely furnished with a large desk and filing cabinets. The only
extravagance was the chair, an expensive, high-backed leather affair. He leaned back and pointed in the direction
of the street.
“Look out there,” he said, “you only have to stand on those streets to find all the stories a writer needs.”
It was late by the time Sonny and I reached my father’s office and he had already left. He had been summoned
to Abuja to meet the president. There was a message for me. I was instructed to meet him at the office first thing
in the morning so that we could travel to the airport and catch the first flight to Port Harcourt.
I left the office and took a taxi to my uncle’s house, where I always stayed when I was in Lagos. When I
returned to the office the next morning, however, my father had already left for the airport. I found my own way
to the airport and caught a flight to Port Harcourt. I was happy to fly on my own because I never enjoyed traveling
with my father: I was too nervous and self-conscious around him.
When I arrived at Simaseng Place, the family home in Port Harcourt, the night watchman informed me that my
father had been expecting me but had just left for the village. I gave my taxi driver a large tip and told him to
drive as fast as he could to the village. I wanted to give my father a little surprise.
It took him only thirty minutes to cover the first forty-eight kilometers from Port Harcourt to Dori, the main
town and capital of Ogoni. As we approached the last row of houses before the market, I ordered him to pull up at
number 103 Hospital Road, a brick bungalow with a rusting corrugated aluminium roof. The front door was wide
open, but it didn’t look as if anyone was home. I stamped my feet on the verandah and tapped on the door. There
was no answer. I peered inside. It was dark in the front room, but I saw the outline of an old man lying on the
sofa.
“Papa?”
The figure stirred. The old man wheezed as he woke up, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.
“Me naa wah?” he asked in a slow, deep baritone as he glanced up at the shadow silhouetted in his doorway.
“Papa! Nda-eh. junior naa lu-aah,” I replied.
“Eh! Junior! Ndaago? Olo naa wah?” he said in a thick Nigerian accent. When did you come?
“Aba yahn-woah nam lu-ah,” I replied slowly, searching for the right words in Khana. I walked in and shook
my grandfather’s hand as he sat up. He was wearing a cloth around his waist and his feet were jammed into an old
pair of black brogues. His eyes were bloodshot and set back in his skull. There was a pungent whiff of palm wine
and snuff in a room that was furnished only by two sofas separated by a long, low, Formica-topped wooden table.
Papa is my father’s father, and he is reputed to be the oldest man in the village. As long as I have known him,
he has always had the same hangdog expression and rheumy, doleful eyes.
I sat down on the sofa opposite him. A young girl emerged from the bedroom, scraping her feet and smiling as
she sashayed past. She didn’t look much older than I was. I sat back and settled in for a long talk because you
never passed through Bori without paying your respects to Papa. He was eighty-eight then, but he was still
working his soft drinks business, buying and reselling crates of Coke, Fanta, and Sprite from his house-cum-store
in Bori. Chief Jim Wiwa is the patriarch of the Gbenedorbi clan. He is a great-great-grandfather, and his youngest
child, Gibson, was born in 1993, when Papa was ninety years old. Like I said, you can’t pass through Bori without
paying your respects to Papa.
We have a ritual whenever we meet. He scolds me in fluent English for not writing, and I respond, offering
lame excuses in my ugly but functional Khana.
“You mus”—he slurred with a slight lisp—“work harder. Show more respec for your seniorrrs. You mus never
forget your home.”
Papa spoke slowly, stopping from time to time to catch his breath and stare out at the road, where cars were
flashing past at insane speeds on their way to and from Port Harcourt. When he had finished reminding me of my
obligations, he disappeared into his bedroom. I could hear him rooting around, cursing cantankerously. He
returned with a bottle of Kaikai, a triumphant, toothless grin and a twinkle in his eye. He fetched two shot glasses
from a cabinet, arranged them on the table and filled them to the brim without spilling a drop. He picked up one
of the glasses, held it up in front of his face, toasted our ancestors for delivering me back home safely and
sprinkled the colorless drink onto the concrete floor with a flourish. He glanced at me, and I picked up my glass at
the silent invitation. I held my breath and downed it, the gin settling in the pit of my stomach, a pleasant, warm
sensation swirling around my chest.
We sat staring at each other. After a few minutes of awkward silence, I estimated that I had paid my respects. I
made my excuses and got up to leave. I asked Papa if he had seen my father. He waved his hands in the air and
smiled.
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About thirteen kilometres east of Bori, you turn off the main road and head north down a side road that snakes
through the forest into my home village. I’ve made that journey so many times it is etched in my memory. There
is only one way to get to the village by car, although you can cut through the forests and farms that flank the road
by foot, or get there along the rivers and streams that crisscross Ogoni. But those journeys require the kind of
intricate knowledge of the place that I have never had. In and around the main road are the oil wells, pipelines,
and gas flares that have helped to enrich Nigeria but have jeopardized the viability of village communities that
once made a simple living from farming and fishing.
The dense forests on either side of the main road hold the secrets of our culture. The giant iroko, the palm trees
swaying and sighing in the wind, the vultures circling above the dark green canopy—all these have been
witnesses to our story, providing the symbols of our myths and traditions, silently observing the conflicts that
have scarred our history. You can never fully understand our people until you persuade the rain forest to give up
its secrets.
Although I’d abandoned my fantasy of beating my father back to the village, I still got a thrill when I saw his
blue Toyota Crown sitting on the grass verge in front of his bungalow. Gbor compound in Bane is the spiritual
home of the Gbenedorbi clan. The psychological clues, the origins of the passions that rule my family, are hidden
in the layout of the compound. The houses are arranged in a pattern that is filled with nuances and history. The
imposing, two-story brick building that Papa built back in the 1950s, long before he moved to the Ogoni Delta
capital of Bori, still dominates the compound, facing the west.
On the eastern border are three concrete bungalows. They belong to the first three of my grandfather’s wives.
He has recently added another bungalow for his latest wife. The newest addition sits behind the original three and
is not technically within the bounds of the Gbenedorbi compound. The last available space in the compound was
taken when my father built his own village home there in 1983.
I don’t know whether there is any significance to the fact that my father chose to build a bungalow—whether
he was opting to defer to Papa’s status—but his house sits on the edge of the compound and looks across Papa’s
house. My father rarely spent any time in there anyway. In Nigeria, people tend to build a house in their ancestral
village either as a sign of achievement or as a retirement home. I can’t imagine my father ever saw himself living
out his days in Bane, without light or electricity, without his books, an old man passing time, waiting to die or for
his children and grandchildren to visit him once in a while. And I never asked him why he built a house he never
spent any time in. But even though he rarely spent time in the village, he kept one foot there. He was anchored
there, and it took me a while to work out why.
Taking the path between my father’s and grandfather’s houses, I headed for my grandmother’s bungalow.
Mama almost fainted when she saw me. She obviously hadn’t been told that I was coming. My grandmother is
tiny, not much above four feet tall, but like most Ogoni women she’s resilient and resourceful. I hadn’t seen her
for two years, and she must have thought I hadn’t eaten since I last saw her because I had barely sat down before a
mountain of fried plantains and thick goat stew was placed on the table in front of me. And almost as soon as I
finished with the plantains, a large bowl of steaming pepper soup filled with fresh fish was brought for my
attention.
The old women’s grapevine had begun to hum from the moment I set foot in the compound, and even while I
was struggling with the second course, delegations of Mama’s friends began arriving at the bungalow. They
arrived as if they were just dropping by for a casual visit. When they saw me, they would break into a little jig,
ululating and waving their hands in the air. The faces looked vaguely familiar but I couldn’t put a name to many
—which amazed and even offended some of them. Each time I stood to greet one of the women, she would hug
me, then pull away and stare at me, praising the Lord, wondering aloud if it was really me standing before her,
repeating my name, my second name, my nicknames or any local variations of my names:
“Jenior? o lo naa wan?”
“Zunior? Zunior? Bari a me dem. Meso nor weh luu-ah?”
“Bornale? Aaatio!”
“Ndago? Owa ara? Ndaawin?”
The names were repeated questioningly at first, then with greater insistence and amazement—as if I’d come
back from the dead.
Children flocked to Mama’s bungalow, crowding the entrance and jabbering among themselves. I doubt there
would have been as much fuss if an alien had landed right there in the village. One of the children kept up a
running commentary, describing how I was eating, what I was wearing. He didn’t realize I understood Khana. I
humored him for a while, then asked him a question in Khana.
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There was pandemonium in the house. The children looked at each other, surprised. Two of my grandmother’s
friends leapt out of their seats, threw their arms in the air, and started dancing around the room, offering praises to
God, to our ancestors, to my parents, and to my grandmother. Mama sat in her chair, beaming with pride.
When I finally finished the feast—it would have been an insult to leave anything, and I still had Dada’s (my
maternal grandmother) meal to deal with—I washed my hands, thanked everyone, and waddled off to my father’s
house.
I walked into a long, rectangular sitting room, interrupting a meeting my father was having with some village
elders. The elders turned to acknowledge me, and I greeted them individually before glancing over to the far end
of the room, where my father was sitting. There wasn’t a flicker of emotion on his face. He took his pipe from his
mouth and waved his hands in the air, motioning me to take a seat beside him. That was the scene, the moment
that has become my abiding image of my father.
I had walked into a meeting my father had called to consult the elders about the struggle. He was doing his
duty as MOSOP’s publicity secretary, and he had called the meeting to impress upon the elders that the time was
ripe for our people to embrace MOSOP’s vision of the future.
When I think of him holding court before those old men, I see him as the link between the past and the future. I
imagine him sitting there, listening to the elders, collating their thoughts, computing them in his modern, educated
mind, using the wisdom of the past to conceive of a vision of the future. As he motioned me to his side, I imagine
he was probably hoping that his son had finally arrived to take his place in that struggle.
He hoped. But he probably knew what I knew—that I wasn’t ready.
It is clear now why that image remains so vivid in my mind: I never did catch up with my father that day in the
village. He never stood still long enough for me to get near him. He was always one step ahead, always moving,
pulling me along in his slipstream as I wondered whether I should be following him or trying to find my own way.
Our paths were just crossing that day in Bane. The next day, before I left, I persuaded him to give me more
time to myself to determine where my future lay—in England or by his side in the political struggle. He agreed to
let me go and I returned to England, where I had decided to become a journalist.
2
They say my father was born five times. Each time, they gave him up for dead, he clung to life. He was born
on October 10, 1941, and there is a curious symmetry in that it took five attempts to bring him into the world and
five attempts to take him out of it fifty-four years later.
My grandfather was cursed with stillborn children before my father was born. His first wife couldn’t bear him
any children, his second kept miscarrying, and his third wife, my grandmother, had two miscarriages before my
father was born, clinging to life.
My father was seen as a child prodigy; he walked at seven months, and his parents doted on him because he
was, for the first seven years of his life, their only child.
When he was thirteen, he won a scholarship to Government College in Umuahia, a small town 125 kilometers
north of Bori. Umuahia was one of the best secondary schools in Nigeria; it was modeled on an English public
school and run by expatriate teachers. Umuahians were taught the same curriculum as an Etonian, and my father
enjoyed Latin and French, excelled at history and geography, and fell in love with literature. He flirted with the
French and Russian classics, but his passion was English literature. He devoured Dickens, Matthew Arnold, and
Shakespeare. He adored the English way of life and particularly enjoyed cricket, a game he saw as representing
quintessential English values of fair play and decency. He was a model pupil in a model school designed to
produce model colonials to serve as a loyal elite in the British Empire.
When he left Umuahia, he took another scholarship to the University of Ibadan. As a freshman English
undergraduate in 1961, he walked onto a campus that was the hotbed of intellectual and political activity in the
newly independent country. Nigeria was still suffering a hangover from the year of wild parties following our
independence from Britain in 1960, and we were waking up to the task of nation building. Now that we were
finally in charge of our destiny, everyone was anxious to throw off the yoke of our imperial past and forge a
collective identity for the new country. It was the perfect climate for a young man anxious to cast off the mold of
an identity that had been constructed by a classical, colonial education.
He had ambitions to become a writer, and he was drawn and influenced, like Chinua Achebe before him
(himself a graduate of Umuahia and Ibadan), to writers of the Irish Revival. His first novel, Sozaboy, published
when he was forty-four, was written in the vernacular style that he had experimented with as an undergraduate at
Ibadan, when he was influenced by James Joyce’s experiments with language.
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And no aspiring writer or intellectual of the time could escape the influence of the black power and black
consciousness movements of the 1960s. The success of the civil rights struggle in America had its echoes in
Africa and the Caribbean. As black people around the world began to reassert themselves and reclaim their
political identity, writers and artists reflected these struggles in and through their work, trying to construct a black
aesthetic to feed off or inspire the process of political liberation.
When my father graduated from Ibadan in 1965, the world should have been his oyster. He was a member of
the intellectual elite that was filling the leading positions in society with young graduates like him. Whenever I
read accounts of Nigeria in the early 1960s, it seems that all you needed in those days was a degree and a vague
plan, and the government would hand you a plum job or offer you a juicy scholarship to study abroad—that is, if
you were from the right tribe and had the right connections.
Despite all the optimism in the emerging nation’s propaganda about building a federal, detribalized character,
however, ethnicity mattered more than qualifications when it came to distributing the best jobs and scholarships.
When he went up to Umuahia, “there were hardly more than ten Ogoni boys and girls in secondary schools,” as
he later recalled in a political pamphlet.
Eastern Nigeria was seen as the preserve of the Igbo, who used their influence as the majority ethnic group in
the region to secure the best jobs. They looked down on minority ethnic groups like the Ogoni, and while many of
our people resented their influence, most accepted and felt that to get ahead in eastern Nigeria, you had to have
influential contacts among the Igbo.
By the time he left university, my father was already aware that despite his efforts to present himself as an
educated, detribalized Nigerian, his ethnic origin mattered, especially when it was time to go out into the world to
look for a job.
What always intrigues me about my father’s life—or at least his accounts of it—is that it reads like a seamless
progression from one triumph to another. There are few gray areas, few moments when he stumbles, unsure of
himself and what to do next. But I suspect that he struggled to find his feet after he graduated. Years later, in his
column for the Nigerian Sunday Times, he let slip this uncertainty about his post-university future when he
recalled an interview that changed the course of his life, my life and much else besides.
“I met him\fn{Bobby Reid, then head of Shell in Nigeria } shortly after I graduated from the University of Ibadan and
applied for a job in Shell-BP,” he wrote. “He interviewed me at some stage and told me he did not quite see why I
wanted to work in Shell-BP. You will not be surprised to hear that I ended up being offered a scholarship by ShellBP to study whatever I wanted in any University in the United Kingdom. I was not able to take up the offer. The
Civil War intervened, Bobby left Nigeria and I went to the war-front.”
The Nigerian civil war had a profound and lasting effect on the course of both my father’s life and Nigerian
history. So much of this story hinges on that war. Everything flows in and out of that conflict.
The Biafran War was, with the benefit of hindsight, an inevitable consequence of Nigeria’s colonial legacy.
The idea of Nigeria is an artificial construct that would probably never have materialized but for the British
presence in Africa. Nigeria was created from the remains of the Niger River Trading Company, a British
conglomerate that operated the concession of land that was ceded to the British after the Europeans helped
themselves to vast tracts of Africa through the Treaty of Berlin in 1884.
With the help of a handful of native soldiers and a small contingent of officers, the British managed to win
control of and maintain their authority over a vast area of land that stretched from the fringes of the Sahara Desert
in the north to the rain forests of the Niger Delta and the Atlantic Ocean in the south. The concession was
populated by peoples as diverse as the landscape. In the north, the mainly Muslim Hausa-Fulani ethnic group was
ruled by emirs who ran a feudal and nomadic community. The British controlled what became known as northern
Nigeria by allying themselves with these politically sophisticated and astute emirs. The feudal, quasi-religious
leaders were allowed a measure of autonomy in their regions in exchange for committing to lucrative trading
arrangements with the British.
Controlling the southern portion of the concession proved to be a different proposition altogether, however.
Many of the ethnic groups in southern Nigeria were fiercely democratic in character and tradition, and had long
and proud histories. The land was hostile and often impenetrable, and the people were far more difficult to
control, especially as there was not the same unifying religious structure or homogenous character that made the
north much more coherent.
To impose their authority over southern Nigeria, the British resorted to a judicious mixture of religion, bribery,
and the gun. Christian missionaries led the way, converting the heathen and softening them up for soldiers, tax
collectors, and district officers. When the locals were difficult, the order was reversed—soldiers first, then tax
collectors, district officers, and missionaries.
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There is an old African joke that says that before the white man came to Africa, we had the land and the white
man had the Bible. But now we have the Bible and the white man has the land.
In 1914, the British decided to merge northern Nigeria with what they euphemistically called the southern
protectorate. Northern Nigeria was proving to be a financial drain on the empire’s resources, and although the
British acknowledged that the two parts of the concession were very different in character and outlook, they
needed to streamline their operations and cut costs. This cost-cutting determined the borders that later came to be
known as Nigeria. But this stew of economically unequal, multi-ethnic identities sowed the seeds of the troubles
that have plagued Nigeria since its independence in October 1960.
With so many distinct and unrelated peoples with such different histories, religions, and temperaments, nation
building was not easy. Nigeria has only ever made sense as an economic enterprise, and so the interests of the
country only ever meant the vested interests of the business and economic elites.
Behind Nigerians’ political desire for independence was an economic imperative—to take control of our
resources from the colonialists. The British had kept the independence aspirations in check with good, oldfashioned divide and rule. So the majority ethnic groups—the Hausa-Fulani in the north, the Yoruba in the west
and the Igbo in the east—competed with each other for favors from the imperial master. After the British decided
to sail with the winds of change that were sweeping through Africa in the late 1950s and 1960s (by granting us
our independence), the majority ethnic groups, popularly known in Nigeria as Wazobia, carried on their preindependence rivalry, competing with each other for control of economic power and political privileges. The three
major ethnic groups contrived to make nonsense of the pre-independence dream of Nigeria as a federation of
multi-ethnic nations united for the commonwealth of all its peoples.
Between 1960 and 1965, the Igbo, a hard-working and commercially astute people, often came off third best in
that struggle. When they decided to take their destiny into their own hands and secede from Nigeria, declaring
eastern Nigeria the republic of Biafra in 1967, the rest of the country went to war to preserve the unity of the
nation. That, at least, was the language the federalists used to justify the war. For their part, the Biafrans spoke of
discrimination and victimization by the Hausa and the Yoruba. You can make a strong case for both sides of the
argument, but the reality was complicated and the truth was that the Nigerian civil war was a battle for control of
the vast and largely untapped oilfields of the Delta.
My father sided with the federalists. He was one of few Ogoni intellectuals and leaders to declare for Nigeria.
He felt that the Ogoni had better prospects for economic development within Nigeria than in an Igbo-dominated
Biafra. He had experienced enough discrimination at the hands of the Igbo to fear for our fortunes within a
putative Biafra. As a graduate assistant at the University of Nsukka, he was at the front when the war started, and
he saw what he described as the “empty triumphalism” of the Biafrans. He thought they would be easily routed.
Many of the Ogoni elite sided with the Biafrans, however, and the personal and political consequences of my
father’s decision would follow him until his death. There are suggestions even today that his execution was the
revenge of the Igbo for his siding with the federalists. I’m not so sure about this, but my father was never their
favorite Ogoni.
An immediate consequence of my father’s choice was that he was drawn into politics. When federal troops
captured Bonny Island—a strategically important oil terminal on the south coast of Nigeria—my father was
appointed the federal administrator in charge. But his appointment would not have been possible had he not taken
a decision that also had a profound effect on his personal life.
When the civil war broke out, the Biafrans tried to take control of the oilfields of the Delta by securing not
only Bonny Island but also Port Harcourt. The war raged around Port Harcourt as federal forces fought to prevent
the Biafrans from gaining an outlet to the sea. Ogoni was in the eye of the storm, and in late 1966 and early 1967,
my father was there, observing the fighting and hoping that federal troops would soon liberate his region from the
marauding Biafran militia.
But after cooling his heels for a year, my father decided, as was his wont, to take control of his destiny. In his
memoir of the civil war, On a Darkling Plain, he recalls his decision to leave Ogoni:
I took my mother in confidence. I had made up my mind. It did not seem right, I said, that I should be pottering
around doing nothing while my friends were making progress in their studies and in their careers. The way the war was
dragging on, it might take a long time before it would end. I proposed to leave to seek my fortunes in the wider world. I
might return to Ibadan to complete my second degree or go abroad.

My grandmother gave her approval, and on September 23, 1967, my parents escaped from Bane in a hired
canoe, traveling in the middle of the night to take advantage of the tide and to avoid the Biafran militia.
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“It was a remarkably unemotional parting;” my father recalls in On a Darkling Plain. “Although I was not
overly worried, I was disturbed. It looked as though I was leaving my mother to face an uncertain future with the
burden of five children ranging in age from seven to seventeen.”
My parents negotiated a maze of creeks and rivers, crossing the front line to Bonny Island, where they boarded
a ship to Lagos. They arrived on October 2, but I imagine that the night the canoe left Bane, my father anchored
himself to the village for the rest of his life. His conscience would never allow him to forget that he had left his
family to the mercy of rampaging Biafran militiamen who terrorized them, especially after Biafran radio
denounced him as the “Lagos-based puppet administrator for Bonny.”
The civil war ended in 1970, and my father remained in politics to begin the lonely task of easing his
conscience and repaying his dues to his people and his family. As the Rivers State commissioner of education, he
tried to ensure that our people were given access to government scholarships and educational programs. He tried
to set up Ogoni in business, and he made sure that those who had fought on the side of the Biafrans were
rehabilitated. He tried to put into practice the federalist magnanimous concession that there were to be “no victors
and no vanquished.”
But politics and my father never mixed well. And civil wars are always more devastating than international
conflicts because they are never won or lost. Whatever my father did and wherever he went, he was dogged by
controversy. He was accused of profiteering, of buying properties abandoned by Igbo in Port Harcourt during the
war. He was accused of favoring the Ogoni when it came to awarding scholarships. Many Ogoni who had fought
on the side of Biafra conducted a campaign to have him removed from office.
But my father rarely bothered to reply to allegations of impropriety. In his civil war memoir, he dismisses the
allegations as “dishonest” and “boring.” Many of the accusations, in fact, were made in retaliation to his public
revelations of corruption in the state administration.
My father has been described as naïve or a second-rate politician because he appeared to be blind to the
consequences of openly criticizing an administration of which he was part. But he felt he had a duty to speak his
mind, given that he was supposed to be serving the interests of the people. When he later reflected on his time in
government, he wrote it off as experience. He was shocked when the governor, Admiral Diette Spiff, sacked him.
He heard the news on the radio. What must have really stuck in his craw, however, was the fact that he had
already tendered his resignation twice before but had been persuaded to reconsider. Politics is a dirty game,
especially in Nigeria.
My father had been in government for five years, and he was suddenly faced with the prospect of having to
earn a living in the private sector for the first time in his life. He was thirty-two years old, and he had a wife and
two children to support.
*
“Where in the world can you buy milk at these prices?” was a jingle frequently heard on the radio in Port
Harcourt in 1974.
“At Gold Coast Storesm” came the answer.
When he opened a store on 24 Aggrey Road in Port Harcourt, my father dispatched my Uncle Owens to every
shop in the neighborhood to find out the price of milk.
“I had just come back from my school holidays and thought I had done something wrong. I thought it was
some kind of punishment,” Owens later recalled. It was only when he saw the queues outside 24 Aggrey Road
that my uncle realized why my father had sent him to research his rivals.
My father introduced the concept of competition to the retail business in Port Harcourt. Up until then,
customer loyalty was taken for granted: you named your price and haggled for it if you couldn’t reach an
agreement. And unlike most of the shop owners on the street, my father also worked long hours and stayed open
late. The business took off.
Gold Coast Stores was eventually renamed Dorbi & Sons to reflect his pride in family. The rise in oil prices
after the Arab-Israeli War in 1973 buoyed the Nigerian economy, and Dorbi & Sons cashed in. In time the shop
became Khana & Sons, as my father’s philosophy and vision extended from family to tribe. Guided by my
father’s sound instincts and good contacts, Khana & Sons eventually became Saros International, the holding
company of a conglomerate that had interests in land and property management, traded palm oil, imported rice
and other foodstuffs. Saros also eventually published my father’s books and produced one of the most popular
sitcoms in Nigerian television history.
So much nonsense, much of it lies, has been written about his wealth. In an article that appeared in the
Independent on the first anniversary of my father’s death, Richard D. North alleged that he had “feathered his nest
when managing the Niger Delta oil port of Bonny during the civil war,” and suggested that “if he was a crook, it
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is no more than Nigerians expect of each other.” There are always people ready to imply without any evidence
that he used his contacts and influential friends in the military to fatten himself on government contracts.
My father was not rich—at least not by the standards of Nigeria’s super-rich multi-millionaires and
billionaires, which is how he was often perceived—but he was not poor. He made enough money to take care of
his obligations and priorities, which were, in no particular order, to educate his children to the same standard of
schooling that he had received, to put a roof over his head, to take care of his immediate and extended family, and
to make his contribution to the community. He lived comfortably, but his philosophy was simple: be frugal and
save. He could at any time have called anyone of his influential friends and become one of the country’s superrich. But he never did, because his political conscience would not allow it.
And besides, while my father’s rich friends enjoyed his company, they were wary of his reputation as a
conscientious man who valued his reputation above all else. So while Nigeria’s elite milked their position, my
father kept his nose clean and worked hard for every kobo he earned. The reality was that his finances were
always stretched. He had so many responsibilities and obligations, and he often skirted with disaster, but
something kept him from tipping over the edge. Such was the case when he was introduced to the foreignexchange markets in the 1980s.
Gilbert Chagouri was a businessman who “knew his onions around Nigeria and Nigerian leaders,” as my father
once described him. He was one of a number of wealthy Lebanese businessmen who have their fingers in every
pie in Nigeria. Chagouri was even reputed to be one of General Abacha’s bankers. When Chagouri introduced him
to the financial money markets in 1986, my father invested in a couple of how-to books, did his homework,
studied the markets for a few months, then took the field. He opened a stop-loss account and traded the margins of
minimal shifts in the value of the American dollar against the yen, the Deutschmark and the pound. My father was
not a gambler by nature, but he needed the money—the value of the naira had begun to plummet by then, and
rising school fees in England had pushed him to the brink of disaster.
His investment strategy was simple: he would listen to his broker’s advice, then take a contrary position. He
once told me that Ronald Reagan liked to jack up the dollar during the summer to give Americans cheap holidays.
He would buy dollars based on this devastating piece of knowledge, watch the value of the currency rise over the
summer, and sell once the Americans returned from their holidays. He made a healthy profit on his early trades
and carried on confounding his broker until his luck ran out in the late 1980s. He never got carried away by his
success, though, and had the foresight to quit while he was ahead.
My father was coy about revealing how much he was worth. He knew that Nigeria is the kind of society where
money gives a man the sort of status that he couldn’t buy anywhere else, and he cultivated a mystique about his
fortune. Whenever journalists inquired, he would reply that he was a man of simple tastes who couldn’t be
bought. When they intimated that he was milking the system, he would wearily point out that a man who had
made his name on an anticorruption platform, who had made powerful enemies by calling the corrupt to account,
had to be cleaner than clean.
Accordingly, he kept strict records. He was a stickler for documentation. He kept receipts for everything. He
pored over his books with a Micawbish relish and was always quick to challenge anyone who accused him of
impropriety to a mutual inspection of each other’ books. My father often said that he held a mirror to society, and
I suspect that many of those who reacted against him didn’ like what they saw in that mirror. Though it may be
hard for his critics to swallow, the bottom line is that Ken Saro-Wiwa was a simple man who went a long way on
a little. As the leading character in his sitcom liked to say,
“To be a millionaire, think like a millionaire.”
Basi and Company lampooned Nigeria’s get-rich-quick mentality. In the character of Basi, a con man who was
always dreaming of the next scam, my father satirized the Nigerian’s fondness for quick, easy solutions. I suspect
he had an ironic chuckle to himself each time Basi trotted out his catchphrase.
Despite my fathe’s success, business never particularly excited him. He was always hankering after a return to
politics, or better still to his first love—writing. After a failed attempt to get back into politics in 1977, he did
finally return to his literary ambitions.
He had already been contributing the odd piece to newspapers, and when an old friend invited him to write a
column in 1977, he reinvented himself as the trenchant and engaging columnist who enjoyed tweaking the nose of
Nigeria’s elite and laughing along with the masses. Once writing had reclaimed him, my father dusted off some
old manuscripts and started hawking them around publishing houses in Nigeria and Europe.
He was dismayed to discover that despite his popularity as a columnist, publishers were generally unwilling to
take a chance with him. Publishing in Nigeria was in a perilous state because of the high rates of illiteracy and
cost of producing books, which made them a luxury item and a high-risk, low-return investment. European
publishers dismissed his manuscripts as “too parochial” and of little interest to the general reader outside Nigeria.
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In the end, he decided to publish his own books. He was often accused of vanity publishing, but he argued that
in a society that was emerging from oral to written literatures, self-publishing was the rule and not the exception.
My father also ventured into television, and between 1985 and 1988 he wrote, produced and even acted in his
own sitcom. Thirty million Nigerians tuned in to Basi and Company every week, but he never made any money
from the show. In fact, he lost money on it because he had to use his own resources, especially after the television
authorities refused to sponsor the show despite its high ratings. He couldn’t find a commercial sponsor for Basi
because in Nigeria the usual laws of economics do not apply; a hit show with a large audience ought to be an easy
sell, but by the time the lack of a sponsor forced the show off the airwaves in 1990, anything attached to Ken
Saro-Wiwa had to overcome all kinds of hidden agendas. My father had rubbed so many powerful people the
wrong way with his outspokenness that his targets were already lining him up in their sights.
He never imagined he could make a living out of writing. He used to joke that in Nigeria, a freelance writer is
someone who writes for free. For him writing was a political act, the pen was his sword. He made few
concessions to artistic sensibilities and matters of style. He once had a public spat with Wole Soyinka\fn{ Winner of
the Nobel Prize for Literature} that was ostensibly about the role of the writer in Nigerian society. He accused Soyinka
of pandering to a European audience with literary pyrotechnics that left the average Nigerian reader groping for
the meaning of his work.
I have to admit that Soyinka is my favorite author, and I suspect my father envied Soyinka’s literary profile
and fame outside Nigeria. Writers are notoriously insecure, cantankerous, and competitive, and my father was no
exception. But they did at least kiss and make up—when my father was arrested, Soyinka was, and still is, one of
his staunchest defenders.
He once told me that he bothered with only one draft of a manuscript. His production-line approach to writing
partly explains how he managed, despite a late start, to produce those “25 books in all genres of literature, from
pamphlets and poetry to children’s stories and novels” (as the blurb on his books boasted). He once wrote and
published seven books in one year. And while he was churning out all those words, he was also producing his
television show, managing his businesses, maintaining five children at boarding schools in England, and keeping
up a weekly newspaper column. Ken Saro-Wiwa was a busy man, and he didn’t have the time or the inclination to
hone his craft. His writing, like everything else, had to serve a higher, communal purpose. And that meant keeping
it simple and relevant to the masses.
In a lecture he delivered to the Association of Nigerian Authors in 1993, he declared that “the writer cannot be
a mere storyteller; he cannot be a mere teacher; he cannot merely X-ray society’s weaknesses, its ills, its perils.
He or she must be actively involved in shaping its present and its future.”
He went on to describe himself as following in the ancient Ogoni tradition of the Wiayor. The Wiayor are
ordinary members of society who, when a spirit descends on them, acquire unusual powers of clairvoyance that
make people accept their judgment and views. When the spirit deserts him, a Wiayor has to return to society and
live up to its laws and mores, but he also has to accept the conditions under which his special powers were given.
A Wiayor loses his power if he betrays the vision he was sent to tell.
“A writer,” he concluded, “is a Wiayor, forced to live in the society but yet apart from it; critical of society and
himself being critically watched by society.”
3
My earliest memory is of my father leaving home. I remember is lying on the floor, distraught, as my father’s
car pulls out of our long driveway one morning. I can almost feel the cool, hard concrete of the verandah as his
cream-colored Mercedes turns onto the road and disappears into the early morning traffic.
I was born in 1968, in Lagos during the civil war, but my earliest memories are of Port Harcourt, where my
parents returned after the war ended in 1970. We lived at 11 Nzimiro Street, a colonial mansion in the middle of
the city. Nzimiro Street is in an area of Port Harcourt that, for some reason, is known as Amadi Flats. Most of the
houses on the street were the kind of palaces that expats\fn{ Expatriates} had built to cocoon themselves from the
realities of living in Africa. Number 11 was a two-story building with large verandahs, spacious rooms, and high
ceilings. A vigorous ivy creeper covered the outside walls, and in my mind’s eye the house is an island surrounded
by a sea of gardens that are filled with magnolias and bougainvillea, and guava, orange, coconut, mango, and
palm trees.
Amadi Flats was an exclusive area that housed the families of expats, army officers, wealthy businessmen, and
government officials. As a commissioner in the state government, my father enjoyed the privileges of office: a
chauffeur-driven Mercedes, the house, and a pampered lifestyle with servants. Every now and again, I catch
myself daydreaming that I have woken up one morning in my old bed at 11 Nzimiro. My parents are chatting and
laughing, listening to music in the lounge along the corridor. Outside in the gardens, the chickens and peacocks
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are strutting around, foraging for food, and the goats are congregating under a tree while the household staff goes
about their work.
My parents were a glamorous couple in Port Harcourt society in the early 1970s. He was well connected, a
power broker whose views and opinions were often sought by the country’s political elites, especially after he
stood by the idea of Nigeria during the civil war. She was his beautiful young wife, courted by modeling agencies.
My parents were always throwing lavish parties. Pictures of my father show a handsome, confident dandy, a
twenty-something minister who, when he wasn’t wearing extravagant hipsters and colorful shirts with collars that
had the wingspan of a Boeing 737, was invariably photographed in smart Italian suits. His friends were always
dropping by to make recordings from his eclectic and comprehensive record collection. He had everything from
the Beatles to Beethoven. If I close my eyes, I can almost hear the soundtrack of my childhood; Jimmy Cliff’s
“Remake the World” and Marvin Gaye’s “Let’s Get It On” were favorite turns on the state-of-the-art stereo system
that he kept until his death. He had all the popular artists, such as Stevie Wonder, Fela, and Bob Marley, but he
also had records by people like PP Arnold, Andy Williams, the Troubadours, and Bread—music that very few
people in Nigeria had heard of or were listening to. Two songs in particular always remind me of my childhood,
though: Procol Harum’s “Whiter Shade of Pale” and “Woyaya” by a Ghanaian band called Osibisa. Whenever I
hear Alan Price’s organ introduction to “A Whiter Shade of Pale,” I’m transported back to our large living room,
where my parents are dancing cheek to cheek, my mother, tall and slim, her hair in a head scarf, a Nubian queen
with her wide, beautiful smile, her high cheekbones, and a childlike innocence in her eyes, towers over my father.
As I watch my parents dancing, my younger brother Gian is sitting next to me. Everyone is happy, everything in
its rightful place, as Gary Brooker’s voice wanders lazily into my reverie.
Life was relatively uncomplicated back then. Everyone doted on Gian and me—my sisters, the twins Zina and
Noo, were not born until 1976, and my youngest brother, Tedum, came two years after them. Before they arrived
on the scene, Gian and I were the only children. We were treated like little princes because my father was the
favored son, the first son who had made good and thus carried the hopes of his extended family. His younger
brothers and sisters called him Deede, a title of respect usually reserved for elders and respected members of the
Ogoni community. One of my uncles once told me that when I tried to say Deede, it came out as Jeje, which is
what all my father’s children called—and still call—him.
My mother once told a journalist that although I didn’t like to be pushed around, I “never gave much trouble.”
This is not quite true, because I was actually a handful. The cook, my nanny (Kpedume), the gardeners, and the
chauffeur all had their work cut out trying to keep me under control.
Kpedume could probably offer a more accurate testimony of the kind of trouble I was. She lived in the boys’
quarters (a row of one-story buildings at the back of 11 Nzimiro). When I wasn’t chasing the goats and chickens
around the gardens, I would loiter there, pestering the servants, especially in the evenings when it was time for
bed.
Gian and I would hide in a tree or a bush. Kpedume rarely bothered looking for us. She would report us to the
cook, Akpan, a short, stocky old man whose family lived back in his village. Akpan was having an affair with
Kpedume, and I once caught them at it. I would often threaten to tell my father, and Akpan was itching for an
excuse to give me a piece of his mind. But he could never lay a hand on me. He was too old and too fat to catch
me; I ran rings around him. One night, after Gian and I had run him into the ground, he stood in the early evening
light, panting heavily:
“Why na ills peking dey cause ills kind palava, ehn?” he cursed. “Eehhffiong!” he shouted in frustration.
Effiong was the gardener. He couldn't have been much more than fifteen or sixteen years old, but he was tall
and had huge rippling muscles. He had a permanent frown on his face and no one messed with him. I once saw
him beat up three grown men, a fact I related to my father.
“Jeje?” I wondered. “Are you stronger than Effiong?”
My father laughed without reassuring me that he was in fact the most powerful man in the world. When I
asked Josiah, the chauffeur, he doubled up, sucking his teeth loudly. Everyone refused to confirm what I knew to
be true, and I worried about it for days. Eventually I decided that if it ever came down to it, my father could still
beat up Effiong.
When Akpan called for Effiong that night, I steeled myself. I was hiding behind a bush by the boys’ quarters,
and I saw him emerge from his room. His muscles were glistening from the sweat of hard day’s work cutting
grass, and he looked as tall as a palm tree. I pictured him as Power Mike, the champion wrestler we used to watch
on television every Saturday afternoon. He stood in the early evening gloom of the boys’ quarters, fuming. I ran
out of the bush, screaming. Effiong wasn’t quick, but he was loyal and very hardworking. He never stopped until
the job was done. He lumbered after me, moving with the agility of a buffalo, until Gian came running out of his
hiding spot.
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Effiong stopped and watched us buzzing around him like flies, then plodded after Gian. After catching my
brother, Effiong tossed Gian over his shoulder, then came lumbering after me. Gian wriggled around on his
shoulder, trying to escape, but Effiong barely broke either sweat or stride as he cornered me. When he caught me,
he pinned my wrists together in one of his giant paws and flicked me over his other shoulder. When Akpan saw
that our fun was over for the night, he came running toward us, cursing in seven languages.
“Effiong, holam, ah dey come!” he hollered.
While Gian pulled Effiong’s nearly groomed Afro, I sank my teeth into the nape of his neck, but he didn’t
flinch. Then Akpan scuttled towards us with two red peppers in his hand. There was a gleeful, almost spiteful look
in his eyes as he approached, grinding a thumb into the core of the peppers. When he finally got his hands on me,
he smeared a coarse, fat thumb across my eyelids. I fell to the ground and rolled around, clutching my head as a
red mist burned my eyes.
“You ye-ye man. Blokkus,” I screamed in pidgin. “You will see. When Jeje comes back, he will beat you up,” I
promised, resorting to English to emphasize the threat.
I wasn’t always a nuisance, though. The house at 11 Nzimiro was a busy place and I used to help out from time
to time, feeding the chickens, helping my grandmother with her little plot of yams, sweet corn, and sugar cane at
the back of the house. I also remember the unforgettable nights I spent watching Akpan making the preparations
for one of my parents’ parties. I would sit around a fire in front of the boys’ quarters as a goat roasted on a spit.
The crackle of the logs and the smell of roasting goat would fill the air as Josiah, Akpan, and Effiong swapped
jokes and told us ghost stories. Somewhere in the village beyond the house, music would be blaring from a radio
as crickets and frogs added to the unmistakable sounds of an African night. In the intermittent silences, you could
hear distant voices echoing into and out of the darkness, like the sand flies that flickered across the sky while
mosquitoes mingled silently, looking for a juicy arm to feast on.
My memories of those soft, warm nights are so clear and so vivid, and yet I sometimes wonder about them
because I’m not altogether sure that my childhood memories are that reliable.
When I returned to Nigeria to bury my father, I went back to our old house on Amadi Flats. It was much
smaller than I remembered. I had anticipated that, but I was shocked at exactly how small it looked. The driveway
was much shorter than I had expected, and I was convinced that the road had been moved. I couldn’t find the little
inlet where I used to go fishing with my friends—a new bridge and residential area had been built over it. There
was no ivy on the walls at 11 Nzimiro either. No peacocks or goats or chickens on the gardens.
But what really upset me was that a house was being built on the field where I had spent hours trying to
emulate my hero, Adokiye Amesimaka. He was the winger on the Green Eagles, Nigeria’s national football team,
and my ambition was to be like him and play for them myself one day. Amesimaka was a lawyer in his spare time
and his family rented a flat from my father. After he retired, he went back to the law and eventually became the
attorney general of Rivers State. He was the minister who was responsible for overseeing the tribunal that
convicted my father.
Eleven Nzimiro was still painted in the same blue and yellow colors but the paint had faded and was peeling
off. The house probably hadn’t been painted since we left, and everything looked shabbier, older and sadder. It
was and it wasn’t the house I grew up in, and I was deeply disappointed.
Going back to your childhood can be a treacherous and distressing journey. Although you never really forget
the way back, when you get there you’re never quite sure that you’ve arrived at the right place, even though
everything looks familiar.
My father’s house was a happy place, though, and he was the central figure, the axis on which my world
turned. He was the man who would look over my shoulder, ready with all the answers as I cast inquisitive eyes
over the map of the world in my treasured atlas. My father was the man who nursed me through the trauma of a
broken arm when I fell out of a tree. He would come home from work and I would fold myself into his lap as he
massaged my fingers, explaining why the cast was called plaster of Paris. The world, its wonders and all its terrors
were always reassuringly explained. He knew everything, and the world made sense to me through his eyes.
What troubles me about my childhood is that some memories stubbornly refuse to confirm the impressions, the
myths perhaps, that I have constructed of my father. I have, for instance, a very vivid memory of him trying to
clown around with us on the verandah. In this scene I am annoyed with him. He had brought me and Gian a
Frisbee, and he wanted to throw it around one morning after breakfast. I was annoyed because we were late for
school, and I just couldn’t understand why he was insisting that we had to play right there and then. Only now,
with the benefit of hindsight and my experience as an itinerant father of a young boy, do I understand the
significance of that scene.
My father was hardly around during the early part of my childhood. He was often away on government
business. On his passport there are visas for Cuba, Brazil, America, and just about every country in West Africa.
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He always claimed on his c. v.\fn{ Curriculum Vitae} that he had visited “over fifty countries.” He loved traveling—
he had caught the bug when, as a commissioner, he traveled on several diplomatic missions. Gian and I were
always being dressed up to go and welcome him back at the airport. I imagine that’s why I had the tantrum that
has become my earliest memory—when he left, I was never sure whether he would be gone for the day or longer.
My mother was hardly around either. Although she wanted, as she later told me, to have a go at modeling, my
father persuaded her that it was not a suitable career. He was, even then, a firm believer in the “cultivation of selfdevelopment until the individual can realize all of her or his potential.” He insisted that she finish the education
that had been interrupted by the civil war, and so, soon after Gian was born in September 1970, she left for
boarding school. That’s why, I imagine, I don’t have many outstanding early memories of my mother.
Although my parents were rarely around, I wasn’t exactly traumatized by their absence. I’m told I would cry
for a while after they were gone, then quickly forget about them. I had a few phobias that may or may not be
linked to the fact that they were always coming and going. I was afraid of the dark, for example, and I wet my bed
—especially when they were both away.
But on balance, I felt safe and secure in that house. My childhood days were the happiest of my life, and there
were always plenty of relatives—uncles, aunts, cousins—looking out for me.
Still, although I wasn’t overly conscious of it, there was always a cloud hanging over my father’s house. I do
remember the atmosphere around 11 Nzimiro when he was sacked from government. I felt my father’s
humiliation and I was worried about the future—especially when they took the Mercedes away. There was talk
that we would have to leave Amadi Flats. I went around asking people why my father, my all-powerful father, had
been sacked. I was told that there had been a difference of opinion over a budget that was two pence short. That’s
the explanation I remember. I was only four years old at the time.
I was teased at school—especially after his sacking was announced on the radio—but I got busy defending his
honor. After several hotheaded scuffles and heated arguments on the playground, I was reported to the headmaster
and sent home to cool off. It was a rehearsal for the role I would play years later, when I again had to stand up for
my father’s honor, but back in 1973 I had no idea why he was in trouble. I stood up for him anyway, of course,
because I loved him unconditionally. When I had to defend him twenty years later, I understood all the political
arguments, but my reasons for standing up for him were much more complicated.
*
My childhood ended in 1977.
I came back from playing football one afternoon and saw my grandmother sitting on the verandah. I had a
feeling that something was wrong because Mama only came to Port Harcourt to work on her garden plot or be
cared for when she was sick. The yams were not ready and she didn’t look sick but she seemed unhappy. She
invited me to sit next to her. She pulled me close to her, took out the little tin of Vicks VapoRub that contained her
snuff and offered me some. I decided to accept because I had a feeling that my grandmother was about to tell me
something important.
I felt grown up as I tipped my head back and stuffed a pinch of snuff in my nostrils. My grandmother took a
pinch of the fine black ash and snorted it off her thumb. She pressed a finger against the side of her nose and
exhaled, sending a mixture of mucus and snuff flying across the verandah. She stared into the distance, cleared
her throat and started rambling away in Khana, telling me that I mustn’t leave, that I must stay. I nodded
impatiently, wondering when she was going to get to the point. When she asked me to promise her that I wouldn’t
leave, I assured her that I wasn’t going anywhere. She told me to tell my father, and I promised I would do so, but
she seemed unconvinced when she finally shuffled off slowly, looking as if the world had just collapsed on her
shoulders.
“What did Mama want to talk to you about?” my father asked when he came home.
“Oh, she told me to stay,” I replied casually. He smiled.
“You’re going to England,” he said, chuckling to himself. I looked at him, confused.
“I’m sending you to school in England,” he explained.
I was so excited I forgot the promise I had made to my grandmother.
*
There was a sense that something was coming to an end around Amadi Flats in 1977. We were preparing to
move out of 11 Nzimiro; my childhood friends Tombari and Edward had already left, and I had started to hang
around with Suleiman and Ibrahim, who lived next door at 9 Nzimiro. I lost touch with Suleiman and Ibrahim
after we moved, but my memory of those childhood friendships would return to haunt me.
If I pause the tape of my life in the middle of 1977 and fast-forward to the night of May 21, 1994, it is the
night my father was arrested after the riot in which four Ogoni were killed. One of the murdered men is Chief
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Edward Kobani, the father of Edward and Tombari. And Gen. Sani Abacha, the man who would later authorize
my father’s execution for his alleged role in the chiefs’ murders, is Ibrahim’s father.
Nineteen seventy-seven was the year that something died in my father. That year, the head of state, General
Obasanjo, decided to end ten years of military rule by returning the country to a civilian government. Elections to
a constituent assembly that was to draw up a constitution for the new republic were held as part of the transition
process. My father stood as the Ogoni candidate but was defeated by one vote. There were bitter accusations of
election fraud, and in the recriminations my father fell out with his friend Edward Kobani.
I remember watching the news as the results came in. When my father’s defeat was announced, he turned to
me with tears in his eyes.
“What do you think about that?” he asked.
I didn’t know what to say. I was stunned, not just that he had lost but because it was the first time I had seen
my father cry. I shrugged and he returned to the news. He had expected to win, and the disappointment of losing
that election left him with an abiding distaste for conventional politics.
When we left 11 Nzimiro, we moved across the city to Simaseng Place, which is still our home in Port
Harcourt. But we were in our new home for only a few months before we moved to England in January 1978. My
father left me Simaseng Place in his will. I appreciate the symbolism of the gesture, but it probably never occurred
to him that my memories of that house are not particularly happy ones. Simaseng Place reminds me of the
changes in our relationship.
After he lost the election, he became the critical, demanding man that haunted my adolescence. He would sit at
the dining table, shaking his head and warning us about what to expect in England; we would be teased because
we ate with our mouths open, because I still wet my bed, because we didn’t know how to hold a knife and fork
properly, because of our accent … The man who had always found time to explain the wonders of the world
suddenly became the man who seemed to take pleasure in telling me that the world was a harsh place and that not
everyone in it loved me.
My father never sat us down to explain why he was sending us to England. It was just presented as a fait
accompli, a great adventure that promised everything and nothing. I became quite apprehensive about the trip,
especially after I misheard him say that we would be flying to England via Swaziland.
Swaziland! I thought. I consulted my atlas. Why were we going all the way down there? I wondered. I couldn’t
understand why we would have to fly so far south before heading to England. I would normally have asked my
father to clear up my confusion, but since something had changed between us I kept my fears to myself. I stared at
my atlas, trying to work it out, trying to make sense of the inexplicable changes that were happening in my life.
I remember waking up in the plane at Zurich airport. I looked out the window and saw snow for the first time. I
was amazed at how the white flakes seemed to float to the ground. There was a strange, dreamy music playing in
the cabin, and each time I hear Johann Strauss’s Blue Danube, it reminds me of falling snow at Zurich airport.
And the pungent stench of ammonia. I was mortified when I looked down between my legs and saw a familiar
damp patch on my trousers. I looked up to see an air hostess staring at me, trying but failing to hide her contempt
behind a frosty smile. I was relieved when she decided not to make a scene about it and I managed to keep my
guilty secret from my parents until my mother spotted the stain on my trousers as we wandered around Oxford
Street, looking for Harrods on a bitterly cold evening in London. …
254.189 Excerpt from Say You’re One Of Them\fn{by Uwem Akpan (1971- )} Ikot Akpan Eda Village, Akwa Ibom
State, Nigeria (M) 10
1
Now that my eldest sister, Maisha, was twelve, none of us knew how to relate to her anymore. She had never
forgiven our parents for not being rich enough to send her to school. She had been behaving like a cat that was
going feral: she came home less and less frequently, staying only to change her clothes and give me some money
to pass on to our parents. When home, she avoided them as best she could, as if their presence reminded her of too
many things in our lives that needed money. Though she would snap at Baba occasionally, she never said anything
to Mama. Sometimes Mama went out of her way to provoke her.
“Malaya! Whore! You don’t even have breasts yet!” she’d say. Maisha would ignore her.
Maisha shared her thoughts with Naema, our ten-year-old sister, more than she did with the rest of us
combined, mostly talking about the dos and don’ts of a street girl. Maisha let Naema try on her high heels,
showed her how to doll up her face, how to use toothpaste and a brush. She told her to run away from any man
who beat her, no matter how much money he offered her, and that she would treat Naema like Mama if she grew
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up to have too many children. She told Naema that it was better to starve to death than go out with any man
without a condom.
When she was at work, though, she ignored Naema, perhaps because Naema reminded her of home or because
she didn’t want Naema to see that her big sister wasn’t as cool and chic as she made herself out to be. She
tolerated me more outside than inside. I could chat her up on the pavement no matter what rags I was wearing. An
eight-year-old boy wouldn’t get in the way when she was waiting for a customer. We knew how to pretend we
were strangers—just a street kid and a prostitute talking.
Yet our machokosh family was lucky. Unlike most, our street family had stayed together—at least until that
Ex-mas season.
*
The sun had gone down on Ex-mas evening. Bad weather had stormed the seasons out of order, and Nairobi sat
in a low flood, the light December rain droning on our tarpaulin roof. I was sitting on the floor of our shack,
which stood on a cement slab at the end of an alley, leaning against the back of an old brick shop. Occasional
winds swelled the brown polythene walls. The floor was nested with cushions that I had scavenged from a dump
on Biashara Street. At night, we rolled up the edge of the tarpaulin to let in the glow of the shop’s security lights.
A board, which served as our door, lay by the shop wall.
A clap of thunder woke Mama. She got up sluggishly, pulling her hands away from Maisha’s trunk, which she
had held on to while she slept. It was navy blue, with brass linings and rollers, and it took up a good part of our
living space. Panicking, Mama groped her way from wall to wall, frisking my two-year-old twin brother and
sister, Otieno and Atieno, and Baba; all three were sleeping, tangled together like puppies. She was looking for
Baby. Mama’s white T-shirt, which she had been given three months back, when she delivered Baby, had a pair of
milk stains on the front. Then she must have remembered that he was with Maisha and Naema. She relaxed and
stretched in a yawn, hitting a rafter of cork. One of the stones that weighted our roof fell down outside.
Now Mama put her hands under her shuka and retied the strings of the money purse around her waist; sleep
and alcohol had swung it out of place. She dug through our family carton, scooping out clothes, shoes, and my
new school uniform, wrapped in useless documents that Baba had picked from people’s pockets. Mama dug on,
and the contents of the carton piled up on Baba and the twins. Then she unearthed a tin of New Suntan shoe glue.
The glue was our Ex-mas gift from the children of a machokosh that lived nearby.
Mama smiled at the glue and winked at me, pushing her tongue through the holes left by her missing teeth. She
snapped the tin’s top expertly, and the shack swelled with the smell of a shoemaker’s stall. I watched her decant
the kabire into my plastic “feeding bottle.” It glowed warm and yellow in the dull light. Though she still appeared
drunk from last night’s party, her hands were so steady that her large tinsel Ex-mas bangles, a gift from a church
Ex-mas party, did not even sway. When she had poured enough, she cut the flow of the glue by tilting the tin up.
The last stream of the gum entering the bottle weakened and braided itself before taper ing in midair like an icicle.
She covered the plastic with her palm, to retain the glue’s power. Sniffing it would kill my hunger in case Maisha
did not return with an Ex-mas feast for us.
Mama turned to Baba, shoving his body with her foot.
“Wake up, you never work for days!”
Baba turned and groaned. His feet were poking outside the shack, under the waterproof wall. His toes had
broken free of his wet tennis shoes. Mama shoved him again, and he began to wriggle his legs as if he were
walking in his sleep.
Our dog growled outside. Mama snapped her fingers, and the dog came in, her ripe pregnancy swaying like
heavy wash in the wind. For a month and a half, Mama, who was good at spotting dog pregnancies, had baited her
with tenderness and food until she became ours; Mama hoped to sell the puppies to raise money for my textbooks.
Now the dog licked Atieno’s face. Mama probed the dog’s stomach with crooked fingers, like a native midwife.
“Oh, Simba, childbirth is chasing you,” she whispered into her ears. “Like school is chasing my son.”
She pushed the dog outside. Simba lay down, covering Baba’s feet with her warmth. Occasionally, she barked
to keep the other dogs from tampering with our mobile kitchen, which was leaning against the wall of the store.
“Jigana, did you do well last night with Baby?” Mama asked me suddenly.
“I made a bit,” I assured her, and passed her a handful of coins and notes. She pushed the money under her
shuka; the zip of the purse released two crisp farts.
Though people were more generous to beggars at Ex-mas, our real bait was Baby. We took turns pushing him
in the faces of passersby.
“Aii! Son, you never see Ex-mas like this year.” Her face widened in a grin. “We shall pay school fees next
year. No more randa-meandering around. No more chomaring your brain with glue, boy. You going back to
school! Did the rain beat you and Baby?”
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“Rain caught me here,” I said.
“And Baby? Who is carrying him?”
“Naema,” I said.
“And Maisha? Where is she to do her time with the child?”
“Mama, she is very angry.”
“That gal is beat-beating my head. Three months now she is not greeting me. What insects are eating her
brain?” Some-times Mama’s words came out like a yawn because the holes between her teeth were wide.
“Eh, now that she shakes-shakes her body to moneymen, she thinks she has passed me? Tell me, why did she
refuse to stay with Baby?”
“She says it’s child abuse.”
“Child abuse? Is she now NGO worker? She likes being a prostitute better than begging with Baby?”
“Me, I don’t know. She just went with the ma-men tourists. Today, real white people, musungu. With monkey.”
Mama spat through the doorway.
“Puu, those ones are useless. I know them. They don’t ever pay the Ex-mas rate—and then they even let their
ma-monkey fuck her. Jigana, talk with that gal. Or don’t you want to complete school? She can’t just give you
uniform only.”
I nodded. I had already tried on the uniform eight times in two days, anxious to resume school. The green-andwhite-checked shirt and olive-green shorts had become wrinkled. Now I reached into the carton and stroked a
piece of the uniform that stuck out of the jumble.
“Why are you messing with this beautiful uniform?” Mama said. “Patience, boy. School is just around the
corner.” She dug to the bottom of the carton and buried the package.
“Maisha likes your face,” she whispered. “Please, Jigana, tell her you need more—shoes, PTA fee, prep fee.
We must to save all Ex-mas rate to educate you, first son. Tell her she must stop buying those fuunny fuunny
designer clothes, those clothes smelling of dead white people, and give us the money.”
As she said this, she started to pound angrily on the trunk. The trunk was a big obstruction. It was the only
piece of furniture we had with a solid and definite shape. Maisha had brought it home a year ago and always
ordered us to leave the shack before she would open it. None of us knew what its secret contents were, except for
a lingering perfume. It held for us both suspense and consolation, and these feelings grew each time Maisha came
back with new things. Sometimes, when Maisha did not come back for a long time, our anxiety turned the trunk
into an assurance of her return.
“Malaya! Prostitute! She doesn’t come and I break the box tonight,” Mama hissed, spitting on the combination
lock and shaking the trunk until we could hear its contents knocking about. She always took her anger out on the
trunk in Maisha’s absence. I reached out to grab her hands.
“You pimp!” she growled. “You support the malaya.”
“It’s not her fault. It’s musungu tourists.”
“You better begin school before she runs away.”
“I must to report you to her.”
“I must to bury you and your motormouth in this box.”
We struggled. Her long nails slashed my forehead, and blood trickled down. But she was still shaking the
trunk. Turning around, I charged at her and bit her right thigh. I could not draw blood because I had lost my front
milk teeth. She let go and reeled into the bodies of our sleeping family. Atieno let out one short, eerie scream, as if
in a nightmare, then went back to sleep. Baba groaned and said he did not like his family members fighting during
Ex-mas.
“You bite my wife because of that whore?” he groaned. “The cane will discipline you in the morning. I must to
personally ask your headmaster to get a big cane for you.”
A welt had fruited up on Mama’s thigh. She rolled up her dress and started massaging it, her lips moving in
silent curses. Then, to punish me, she took the kabire she had poured for me and applied it to the swelling. She
pushed the mouth of the bottle against it, expecting the fumes to ease the hurt.
When Mama had finished nursing herself, she returned the bottle to me. Since it was still potent kabire, I did
not sniff it straight but put my lips around the mouth of the bottle and smoked slowly, as if it were an oversized
joint of bhang, Indian hemp. First it felt as if I had no saliva in my mouth, and then the fumes began to numb my
tongue. The heat climbed steadily into my throat, tickling my nostrils like an aborted sneeze. I cooled off a bit and
blew away the vapor. Then I sucked at it again and swallowed. My eyes watered, my head began to spin, and I
dropped the bottle.
When I looked up, Mama had poured some kabire for herself and was sniffing it. She and Baba hardly ever
took kabire.
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“Kabire is for children only,” Baba’s late father used to admonish them whenever he caught them eyeing our
glue.
This Ex-mas we were not too desperate for food. In addition to the money that begging with Baby had brought
us, Baba had managed to steal some wrapped gifts from a party given for machokosh families by an NGO whose
organizers were so stingy that they served fruit juice like shots of hard liquor. He had dashed to another charity
party and traded in the useless gifts—plastic cutlery, picture frames, paperweights, insecticide—for three cups of
rice and zebra intestines, which a tourist hotel had donated. We’d had these for dinner on Ex-mas Eve.
“Happee, happee Ex-mas, tarling!” Mama toasted me after a while, rubbing my head.
“You too, Mama.”
“Now, where are these daughters? Don’t they want to do Ex-mas prayer?” She sniffed the bottle until her eyes
receded, her face pinched like the face of a mad cow.
“And the govament banned this sweet thing. Say thanks to the neighbors, boy. Where did they find this hunger
killer?”
Sometimes she released her lips from the bottle with a smacking sound. As the night thickened, her face began
to swell, and she kept pouting and biting her lips to check the numbness. They turned red—they looked like
Maisha’s when she had on lipstick-and puffed up.
“Mama? So, what can we give the neighbors for Ex-mas?” I asked, remembering that we had not bought
anything for our friends. My question jerked her back.
“Petrol … we will buy them a half liter of petrol,” she said, and belched. Her breath smelled of carbide, then of
sour wine. When she looked up again, our eyes met, and I lowered mine in embarrassment. In our machokosh
culture, petrol was not as valuable as glue. Any self-respecting street kid should always have his own stock of
kabire.
“OK, son, next year … we get better things. I don’t want police business this year—so don’t start having
ideas.”
We heard two drunks stumbling toward our home. Mama hid the bottle. They stood outside announcing that
they had come to wish us a Merry Ex-mas.
“My husband is not here!” Mama lied.
I recognized the voices. It was Bwana Marcos Wako and his wife, Cecilia. Baba had owed them money for
four years. They came whenever they smelled money, then Baba had to take off for a few days. When Baby was
born, we pawned three-quarters of his clothing to defray the debts. A week before Ex-mas, the couple had raided
us, confiscating Baba’s work clothes in the name of debt servicing.
I quickly covered the trunk with rags and reached into my pocket, tightening my grip around the rusty penknife
I carried about. Mama and I stood by the door. Bwana Wako wore his trousers belted across his forehead; the legs,
flailing behind him, were tied in knots and stuffed with ugali flour, which he must have gotten from a Street party.
Cecilia wore only her jacket and her rain boots.
“Ah, Mama Jigana-ni Ex-mas!” the husband said. “Forget the money. Happee Ex-mas!”
“We hear Jigana is going to school,” the wife said.
“Who told you?” Mama said warily. “Me, I don’t like rumors.” They turned to me.
“Happee to resume school, boy?”
“Me am not going to school,” I lied, to spare my tuition money.
“Kai, like mama like son!” the wife said. “You must to know you are the hope of your family.”
“Mama Jigana, listen,” the man said. “Maisha came to us last week. Good, responsible gal. She begged us to
let bygone be bygone so Jigana can go to school. We say forget the money—our Ex-mas gift to your family.”
“You must to go far with education, Jigana,” the wife said, handing me a new pen and pencil. “Mpaka
university!”
Mama laughed, jumping into the flooded alley. She hugged them and allowed them to come closer to our
shack. They staggered to our door, swaying like masqueraders on stilts.
“Asante sana!” I thanked them.
I uncorked the pen and wrote all over my palms and smelled the tart scent of the Hero HB pencil. Mama
wedged herself between them and the shack to ensure that they did not pull it down. Baba whispered to us from
inside, ready to slip away,
“Ha, they told me the same thing last year. You watch and see, tomorrow they come looking for me. Make
them sign paper this time.” Mama quickly got them some paper and they signed, using my back as a table. Then
they staggered away, the stuffed trousers bouncing along behind them.
Mama began to sing Maisha’s praises and promised never to pound on her trunk again. Recently, Maisha had
taken the twins to the barber, and Baby to Kenyatta National Hospital for a checkup. Now she had gotten our debt
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canceled. I felt like running out to search for her in the streets. I wanted to hug her and laugh until the moon
dissolved. I wanted to buy her Coke and chapati, for sometimes she forgot to eat. But when Mama saw me
combing my hair, she said nobody was allowed to leave until we had finished saying the Ex-mas prayer.
*
I hung out with Maisha some nights on the street, and we talked about fine cars and lovely Nairobi suburbs.
We’d imagine what it would be like to visit the Masai Mara Game Reserve or to eat roasted ostrich or crocodile at
the Carnivore, like tourists.
“You beautiful!” I had told Maisha one night on Koinange Street, months before that fateful Ex-mas.
“Ah, no, me am not.” She laughed, straightening her jean miniskirt. “Stop lying.”
“See your face?”
“Kai, who sent you?”
“And you bounce like models.”
“Yah, yah, yah. Not tall. Nose? Too short and big. No lean face or full lips. No firsthand designer clothes. Not
daring or beautiful like Naema. Perfume and mascara are not everything.”
“Haki, you? Beautiful woman,” I said, snapping my fingers. “You will be tall tomorrow.”
“You are asking me out?” she said in jest, and struck a pose. She made faces as if she were playing with the
twins and said,
“Be a man, do it the right way.” I shrugged and laughed.
“Me, I have no shilling, big gal.”
“I will discount you, guy.”
“Stop it.”
“Oh, come on,” she said, and pulled me into a hug.
Giggling, we began walking, our strides softened by laughter. Everything became funny. We couldn’t stop
laughing at ourselves, at the people around us. When my sides began to ache and I stopped, she tickled my ribs.
We laughed at the gangs of street kids massed together in sound sleep. Some gangs slept in graded symmetry.
Others slept freestyle. Some had a huge tarp above their piles to protect them from the elements. Others had
nothing. We laughed at a group of city taxi drivers huddled together, warming themselves with cups of chai and
fiery political banter while waiting for the Akamba buses to arrive with passengers from Tanzania and Uganda.
Occasionally we’d see the anxious faces of these visitors in the old taxis, bracing for what would be the most
dangerous twenty minutes of their twelve-hour journeys, fearful of being robbed whenever the taxis slowed down.
We were not afraid of the city at night. It was our playground. At times like this, it was as if Maisha had
forgotten her job, and all she wanted to do was laugh and playact.
“You? Nice guy,” Maisha said.
“Lie.” I pulled at her handbag.
“You will be a big man tomorrow—”
She dashed past me suddenly to wave down a chauffeured Volvo. It stopped right in front of her, the window
rolling down. A man in the backseat inspected her and shook his bald head. He beckoned a taller girl from the
cluster jostling behind her, trying to fit their faces in the window. Maisha ran to a silver Mercedes-Benz wagon,
but the owner picked a shorter girl.
“Someday, I must to find a real job,” Maisha said, sighing, when she came back.
“What job, gal?”
“I want to try full-time.”
“Wapi?” She shrugged.
“Mombasa? Dar?” I shook my head.
“Bad news, big gal. How long?”
“I don’t know. Ni maisha yangu, guy, it’s my life. I’m thinking, full time will allow me to pay your fees and
also save for myself. I will send money through the church for you. I’ll quit the brothel when I save a bit. I don’t
want to stand on the road forever. Me myself must to go to school one day …”
The words died in her throat. She pursed her lips, folded her hands across her chest, and rocked from side to
side. She did not rush to any more cars.
“We won’t see you again?” I said. “No, thanks. If you enter brothel, me I won’t go to school.”
“Then I get to keep my money, ha-ha. Without you, they won’t see my shilling in that house. Never.” She saw
my face, stopped suddenly, then burst into giggles.
“I was kidding you, guy, about the brothel. Just kidding, OK?”
She tickled me, pulling me toward Moi Avenue. I held her hand tightly. Prostitutes fluttered about under
streetlights, dressed like winged termites.
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“Maisha, our parents—” She turned sharply, her fists balled.
“Shut up! You shame me, you rat. Leave me alone. Me am not your mate. You can’t afford me!”
Other girls turned and stared at us, giggling. Maisha strode away. It had been a mistake to mention our parents
in front of the other girls, to let them know that we were related. And I shouldn’t have called her by her real name.
I cried all the way home because I had hurt her. She ignored me for weeks.
*
After Mama stopped celebrating the end of our debt, she fished out two little waterproof Uchumi Supermarket
bags from the carton and smoothed them out as if they were rumpled socks. She put them over her canvas shoes,
tying the handles around her ankles in little bows. Then she walked out into the flood, her winged galoshes
scooping the water like a duck’s feet. She started to untie our bag of utensils and food, which was leaning against
the shop, her eyes searching for a dry spot to set up the stove, to warm some food for the twins. But the rain was
coming down too heavily now, and after a while she gave up.
“Jigana, so did you see those Maisha’s ma-men?" she asked.
“There were three white men, plus driver. Tall, old men in knickers and tennis shoes. I shook hands with them.
Beautiful-beautiful motorcar. I even pinched that monkey.”
“Motorcar? They had a motorcar? Imachine a motorcar to pick up my daughter.” She stretched forward and
held my arms, smiling. “You mean my daughter is big like that?”
Otieno woke up with a start. He stood groggily on the cushions, then he climbed over Mama’s legs, levered
himself over me with his hand on my head, and landed in the flood outside the shack in a crouch. He began to
lower thin spools of shit into the water, whiffs of heat unwrapping into the night, the cheeks of his buttocks
rouged by the cold.
When Otieno returned to the shack, he sat on Mama’s legs and brought out her breast and sucked noisily. With
one hand, he grabbed a toy Maisha had bought for him, rattling its maracas on Mama’s bony face. She was still
looking ragged and underweight, even though she’d stayed in the hospital to have her diet moni tored after Baby
graduated from the incubator.
Mama took out our family Bible, which we had inherited from Baba’s father, to begin our Ex-mas worship.
The front cover had peeled off, leaving a dirty page full of our relatives’ names, dead and living. She read them
out. Baba’s late father had insisted that all the names of our family be included, in recognition of the instability of
street life. She began with her father, who had been killed by cattle rustlers, before she ran away to Nairobi and
started living with Baba. She called out Baba’s mother, who came to Nairobi when her village was razed because
some politicians wanted to redraw tribal boundaries. One day she disappeared forever into the city with her
walking stick. Mama invoked the names of our cousins Jackie and Solo, who settled in another village and wrote
to us through our church, asking our parents to send them school fees. I looked forward to telling them about the
lit parks and the beautiful cars of Nairobi as soon as my teachers taught me how to write letters. She called out her
brother, Uncle Peter, who had shown me how to shower in the city fountains without being whipped by the
officials. He was shot by the police in a case of mistaken identity; the mortuary gave his corpse to a medical
school because we could not pay the bill. She called Baba’s second cousin Mercy, the only secondary school
graduate among our folks. She had not written to us since she fell in love with a Honolulu tourist and eloped with
him. Mama called Baba’s sister, Auntie Mama, who, until she died two years ago of a heart attack, had told us
stories and taught us songs about our ancestral lands every evening, in a sweet, nostalgic voice. The sky rumbled.
“Bwana, I hope Naema put clothes on Baby before she left,” Mama said to me, the middle of her sentence
wobbling because Otieno had bitten her.
“She put Baby in waterproof paper bags. Then sweater.”
Otieno, having satisfied himself, woke up Atieno, who took over the other breast, for they had divided things
up evenly between them. Atieno sucked until she slept again, and Mama placed her gently near Otieno and began
to shake Baba until he opened one eye. His weak voice vibrated because his face was jammed into the wall:
“Food.”
“No food, tarling,” Mama told him. “We must to finish to call the names of our people.”
“You’ll be calling my name if I don’t eat.”
“Here is food—New Suntan shoe kabire.” She reached out and collected the plastic bottle from me. “It can kill
your stomach till next week.”
“All the children are here?”
“Baby and Naema still out. Last shift … and Maisha.”
“Ah, there is hope. Maisha will bring Ex-mas feast for us.”
“Ex-mas is school fees, remember?”
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Mama groped inside the carton again. She unearthed a dirty candle, pocked by grains of sand. She lit the
candle and cemented it to the trunk with its wax. Taking the Bible, she began to read a psalm in Kiswahili,
thanking God for the gift of Baby and the twins after two miscarriages. She praised God for blessing Maisha with
white clients at Ex-mas. Then she prayed for Fuunny Eyes, the name we had given to the young Japanese volunteer who unfailingly dropped shillings in our begging plate. She wore Masai tire sandals and ekarawa necklaces
that held her neck like a noose, and never replied to our greetings or let her eyes meet ours. Mama prayed for our
former landlord in the Kibera slums, who evicted us but hadn’t seized anything when we could not pay the rent.
Now she asked God to bless Simba with many puppies.
“Christ, you Ex-mas son, give Jigana a big, intelligent head in school!” she concluded.
“Have mercy on us,” I said.
“Holy Mary, Mama Ex-mas … ”
“Pray for us.”
*
It was drizzling again when Naema returned with Baby. He was asleep. Naema’s jeans, mutumba loafers, and
braided hair dribbled water, her big eyes red from crying. Usually she sauntered in singing a Brenda Fassie song,
but tonight she plodded in deflated.
She handed the money over to Mama, who quickly banked it in her purse. She also gave Mama a packet of
pasteurized milk. It was half full, and Naema explained that she’d had to buy it to keep Baby from crying. Mama
nodded. The milk pack was soggy and looked as if it would disintegrate. Mama took it carefully in her hands, like
one receiving a diploma. When Naema brought out a half-eaten turkey drumstick, Mama grabbed her ears, think ing that she had bought it with the money she’d earned begging. Naema quickly explained that her new boyfriend
had given it to her. This boy was a big shot in the street gang that controlled our area, a dreaded figure. Maisha
and I detested him, but he loved Naema like his own tongue.
Now Naema wriggled and fitted her lithe frame into the tangle on the floor and began to weep silently. Mama
pulled the blanket from the others and covered the girl's feet, which had become wrinkled in the rain.
“Maisha is moving out tomorrow,” Naema said. “Full time.”
Mama’s face froze. No matter how rootless and cheap street life might be, you could still be broken by
departures. I went outside and lay on the row of empty paint containers we had lined up along the shop’s wall,
hiding my face in the crook of my arm.
Guilt began to build in my gut. Maybe if I had joined a Street gang, Maisha would not have wanted to leave. I
wouldn’t have needed money for school fees, and perhaps there would have been peace between Maisha and my
parents. But my anger was directed at the musungu men, for they were the visible faces of my sister’s temptation.
I wished I were as powerful as Naema’s boyfriend or that I could recruit him. We could burn their Jaguar. We
could tie them up and give them the beating of their lives and take away all their papers. We could strip those
musungu naked, as I had seen Naema’s friend do to someone who had hurt a member of his gang. Or we could at
least kill and eat that monkey or just cut off his mboro so he could never fuck anybody’s sister again. I removed
my knife from my pocket and examined the blade carefully. The fact that it was very blunt and had dents did not
worry me. I knew that if I stabbed with all my energy, I would draw blood.
After a while, my plans began to unravel. I realized that I would never be able to enlist Naema’s boyfriend.
Naema herself would block the plan. In fact, until that night she had been taunting Maisha to move out, saying
that if she were as old as Maisha she would have left home long ago. Besides, even if I fled to the Kibera slums,
as soon as we touched the tourists, the police would come and arrest my parents and dismantle our shack. They
would take away Maisha’s trunk and steal her treasures.
*
Baba started awake, as if a loud noise had hit him.
“Is that Maisha?” he asked, closing his eyes again.
“No, Maisha is working,” Mama said. “My Maisha commands musungu and motorcars!” she said, her good
mood returning.
“What? What musungu, tarling?” Baba asked, sitting up immediately, rubbing sleep and hunger from his eyes
with the base of his palms.
“White tourists,” Mama said.
“Uh? They must to pay ma-dollar or euros. Me am family head. You hear me, woman?”
“Yes.”
“And no Honolulu business. What kind of motorcar were they driving?”
“Jaguar,” I answered. “With driver. Baba, we should not allow Maisha to leave—”
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“Nobody is leaving, nobody. And shut up your animal mouth! You have wounded my wife! Until I break your
teeth tomorrow, no opinion from you. No nothing. Did you thank the ma-men for me?"
“No,” I said.
“Aiiee! Jigana, where are your manners? Did you ask where they were going? Motorcar number?”
“No, Baba.”
“So if they take her to Honolulu, what do I do? Maybe we should send you to a street gang. Boy, have you not
learned to grab opportunities? Is this how you will waste school fees in January? Poor Maisha.”
He squinted incredulously, and lines of doubt kinked up his massive forehead. He pursed his lips, and anger
quickened his breath. But that night I stood my ground.
“I don’t want school anymore, Baba,” I said.
“Coward, shut up. That one is a finished matter.”
“No.”
“What do you mean by no? You want to be a pocket thief like me … my son? My first son? You can’t be
useless as the gals. Wallai!”
“Me, I don’t want school.”
“Your mind is too young to think. As we say, ‘The teeth that come first are not used in chewing.’ As long as
you live here, your Baba says school.”
“La hasha.”
“You telling me never? Jigana!” He looked at Mama. “He doesn’t want school? Saint Jude Thaddaeus!”
“Bwana, this boy has grown strong-head,” Mama said. “See how he is looking at our eyes. Insult!”
Baba stood up suddenly, his hands shaking. I didn't cover my cheeks with my hands to protect myself from his
slap or spittle, as I usually did when he was angry. I was ready for him to kill me. My family was breaking up
because of me. He stood there, trembling with anger, confused.
Mama patted his shoulders to calm him down. He brushed her aside and went out to cool off. I monitored him
through a hole in the wall. Soon he was cursing himself aloud for drinking too much and sleeping through Ex-mas
Day and missing the chance to meet the tourists. As his mind turned to Maisha’s good fortune, he began to sing A
Jaguar is a Jaguar is a Jaguar to the night, leaping from stone to stone, tracing the loose cobbles that studded the
floodwater like the heads of stalking crocodiles in a river. In the sky, some of the tall city buildings were branded
by lights left on by forgetful employees, and a few shopping centers wore the glitter of Ex-mas; flashing lights
ascended and descended like angels on Jacob’s dream ladder. The long city buses, Baba’s hunt ing grounds, had
stopped for the night. As the streets became emptier, cars drove faster through the floods, kicking up walls of
water, which collapsed on our shack.
Back inside, Baba plucked his half-used miraa stick from the rafter and started chewing. He fixed his eyes on
the trunk. A mysterious smile dribbled out of the corners of his mouth. Eventually, the long stick of miraa
subsided into a formless sponge. His spitting was sharp and arced across the room and out the door. Suddenly, his
face brightened.
“Hakuna matata!” he said. Then he dipped into the carton and came up with a roll of wire and started lashing
the wheels of the trunk to the props of our shack. For a moment, it seemed he might be able to stop Maisha from
going away. Mama tried to discourage him from tying down the trunk.
“Bwanaaa . . . stop it! She will leave if she finds you mangamangaring with her things.”
“Woman, leave this business to me,” he said, rebuking her. “I’m not going to sit here and let any Honolulus run
away with our daughter. They must marry her properly.”
“You should talk,” Mama said. “Did you come to my father’s house for my hand?”
“Nobody pays for trouble,” Baba said. “You’re trouble. If I just touch you, you get pregnant. If I even look at
you-twins, just like that. Too, too ripe.”
“Me am always the problem,” Mama said, her voice rising.
“All me am saying is we must to treat the tourist well.”
Atieno was shivering; her hand was poking out of the shack.
Baba yanked it back in and stuck her head through the biggest hole in the middle of our blanket. That was our
way of ensuring that the family member who most needed warmth maintained his place in the center of the
blanket. Baba grabbed Otieno’s legs and pushed them through two holes on the fringe.
“Children of Jaguar,” he whispered into their ears. “Ex-mas ya Jaguar.”
He tried to tuck Atieno and Otieno properly into the blanket, turning them this way and that, without success.
Then he became impatient and rolled them toward each other like a badly wrapped meat roll, their feet in each
other’s face, their knees folded and tucked into each other’s body—a blanket womb.
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Mama reminded him to wedge the door, but he refused. He wanted us to wait for Maisha. He winked at me as
if I were the co-sentry of our fortune. Mama handed Baby to me and lay down.
I sat there sniffing kabire until I became drunk. My head swelled, and the roof relaxed and shook, then melted
into the sky. I was floating. My bones were inflammable. My thoughts went out like electric currents into the
night, their countercurrents running into each other, and, in a flash of sparks, I was hanging on the door of the city
bus, going to school. I hid my uniform in my bag so that I could ride free, like other street children. Numbers and
letters of the alphabet jumped at me, scurrying across the page as if they had something to say. The flares came
faster and faster, blackboards burned brighter and brighter. In the beams of sunlight leaking through the holes in
the school roof, I saw the teacher writing around the cracks and patches on the blackboard like a skillful matatu
driver threading his way through our pothole-ridden roads. Then I raced down our bald, lopsided field with an
orange for a rugby ball, jumping the gullies and breaking tackles. I was already the oldest kid in my class.
Mama touched my shoulders and relieved me of the infant. She stripped Baby of the plastic rompers, cleaned
him up, and put him in a nappy for the night. With a cushion wrested from Naema, who was sleeping, Mama
padded the top of the carton into a cot. After placing Baby in it, she straightened the four corners of the carton and
then folded up our mosquito net and hung it over them. It had been donated by an NGO, and Baba had not had a
chance to pawn it yet. Then Mama wrapped her frame around the carton and slept.
*
I woke up Baba when Maisha returned, before dawn. He had been stroking his rosary beads, dozing and tilting
until his head upset the mosquito netting. Mama had to continually elbow or kick him off. And each time, he
opened his eyes with a practiced smile, thinking the Jaguar hour had arrived.
The rain had stopped, but clouds kept the night dark. The city had gorged itself on the floods, and its skin had
swelled and burst in places. The makeshift tables and stalls of street markets littered the landscape, torn and
broken, as if there had been a bar fight. Garbage had spread all over the road: dried fish, stationery, trinkets,
wilted green vegetables, plastic plates, wood carvings, underwear.
Without the usual press of people, the ill-lit streets sounded hollow, amplifying the smallest of sounds. Long
after a police car had passed, it could be heard negotiating potholes, the officers extorting their bribes—their Exmas kitu kidogo—from the people who could not afford to go to their up-country villages for the holidays.
Maisha returned in an old Renault 16 taxi. She slouched in the back while the driver got out. Kneeling and
applying pliers to open the back door, the driver let her out of the car. Baba’s sighs of disappointment were as
loud as the muezzin who had begun to call Nairobi to prayer. My sister stepped out, then leaned on the car,
exhausted. There were bags of food on the seat.
She gestured at Baba to go away. He ignored her.
“So where is our Jaguar and musungu?” Baba asked the taxi driver, peering into the shabby car as if it might be
transformed at any moment.
“What Jaguar? What musungu?” the driver asked, monitoring Maisha’s movements.
“The nini Jaguar. Where is my daughter coming from?” Baba asked him.
“Me, I can’t answer you that question,” he told Baba, and pointed to his passenger.
She bent in front of the only functioning headlamp to count out the fare. Her trousers were so tight that they
had crinkled on her thighs and pockets; she struggled to get to the notes without breaking her artificial nails,
which curved inward like talons. Yesterday, her hair had been low cut, gold, wavy, and crisp from a fresh perm.
Now it stood up in places and lay flat in others, revealing patches of her scalp, which was bruised from the chemicals. It was hard to distinguish peeling face powder from damaged skin. To rid herself of an early outbreak of
adolescent pimples, she had bleached her face into an uneven lightness. Her eyelids and the skin under her eyes
had reacted the worst to the assorted creams she was applying, and tonight her fatigue seemed to have seeped
under the burns, swelling her eyes.
The driver could not easily roll up the window. He extended his arm to guard the food bags, his collateral.
Baba brought out a six-inch nail and went for the worn tires.
“What dawa have you given my daughter? She always comes home strong.” The driver crumpled immediately,
his pleas laden with fright.
“Mzee, my name is Karume. Paul Kinyanjui wa Karume. Me, I be an upright Kenyan. I fear God.”
“And you want to steal my daughter’s bags?”
“No. Please, take the bags. Please,” the man begged, trying to restrain Baba from bursting his tires.
“Aiie, Baba. You shame me. Shut up,” Maisha said weakly, pushing the money toward the driver.
Baba collected the bags and strolled from the road, his nose full of good smells, until he suddenly broke into a
run, to untie the trunk before Maisha reached the shack.
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The driver got into his car and was about to put the money into his breast pocket when he started frisking
himself. Baba stood watching from the door of the shack. Soon it was as if the driver had soldier ants in his
clothes. He unzipped his pockets, then zipped them again quickly, as if the thief were still lurking. He removed his
coat, then his shirt, and searched them. He recounted his itinerary to the skies with eyes closed, his index finger
wagging at invisible stars. He searched his socks, then he got down on all fours, scouring the wet ground. He
dabbed at the sweat, or tears, running down his face.
“Where is my money?” he said to Maisha, finally finding his voice. “Haki, it was in my pocket now, now.”
Maisha charged forward and screeched at Baba until his stern face crumbled into a sheepish grin. He returned
the fat wad of notes, giggling like the twins. The driver thanked her curtly, brushing his clothes with trembling
hands. As soon as he’d reconnected the ignition wires to start the car, he creaked off, his horn blaring, his
headlamp pointing up and to the left like an unblinking eye.
*
Maisha staggered into the shack, holding her perilously high heels over her shoulders. Mama had made room
for her and the bags and had sprayed our home with insecticide to discourage mosquitoes. My siblings inside
started to cough. As Maisha came in, Mama stood aside like a maid, wringing her hands. I could not look Maisha
in the eye and did not know what to say.
“Good night, Maisha,” I blurted out.
She stopped, her tired body seized by shock. She searched my parents’ faces before tracing the voice to me.
“Who told you to talk?” she said.
“You leave full time, I run away. No school.”
“You are going to school,” Maisha said. “Tuition is ready.”
“Run away? Jigana, shut up,” Baba said. “You think you are family head now? ‘All are leaders’ causes riots.
Stupid, mtu dufu! Nobody is leaving.”
Maisha glared at us, and we all turned our backs to her as she opened the trunk to take out a blanket. The sweet
smell of her Jaguar adventures filled the shack, overpowering the heavy scent of insecticide. Though her arrivals
always reminded us that life could be better, tonight I hated the perfume.
“Me and your mama don’t want full time, Maisha,” Baba said, picking his nails. “We refuse.”
“Our daughter, things will get better,” Mama said. “Thanks for canceling our debt!”
“You are welcome, Mama,” Maisha said.
Mama’s face lit up with surprise; she was so used to being ignored. She opened her mouth to say something,
but nothing came out. Finally, she sobbed the words “Asante, Maisha, asante for everything!” and bowed
repeatedly, her hands held before her, as if in prayer.
The women looked into each other’s eyes in a way I had never seen before. They hugged and held on as if their
hands were ropes that tied their two bodies together. In spite of the cold, beads of sweat broke out on Mama’s
forehead, and her fingers trembled as she helped Maisha undo her earrings and necklace. Mama gently laid her
down.
I believed that Mama might have been able to persuade her to stay, but then Baba signaled to Mama to keep
quiet so that he could be the negotiator.
“Our daughter,” Baba said, "you need to rest and think carefully. As our people say, north ama south, east ama
west, home the best—”
“Maisha, no school for me!” I said. “I told Mama and Baba. They will return fee to you.”
“Jigana, please, please, don’t argue,” Maisha said. “Even you. You cannot even pity me this night? Just for a
few hours?”
*
My parents sat outside, on the paint containers. I stood by the wall, away from them. I wanted to see Maisha
one more time before she disappeared.
Fog brought the dew down, thickening the darkness and turning the security lights into distant halos. We could
hear Maisha twist and turn on the floor, cursing the limbs of her siblings and swatting at the mosquitoes. It was as
if we were keeping a vigil of her last night with us. We were restless, the silence too heavy for us. Baba mumbled,
blaming himself for not going more often to sweep the church premises. He agreed with Mama that if he had
swept daily, instead of every other day, Saint Joseph the Worker would have bettered our lot. Mama snapped at
him, because Baba had always told her that he was not interested in Saint Joseph’s favor but in a clean place for
people to worship. Then Baba blamed her for no longer attending the KANU slum rallies to earn a few shillings.
The night degenerated into growls and hisses. I preferred the distraction of the quarrel to the sound of Maisha’s
uneasy breathing. When Maisha clapped one more time and turned over, Mama couldn’t stand it anymore. She
rushed inside, took the mosquito net off the carton, and tied it to the rafters so that my sister was inside it. She
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sprayed the place again and brought Baby out to breast-feed. The coughing got worse. Baba tore down some of
the walls to let in air, but, since the wind had subsided, it was of no use. He picked up the door and used it as a big
fan to whip air into the shack.
*
In the morning, Atieno and Otieno came out first. They looked tired and were sniffling from the insecticide.
They stood before us, spraying the morning with yellow urine, sneezing and whimpering.
The streets began to fill. The street kids were up and had scattered into the day, like chickens feeding. Some
moved about groggily, already drunk on kabire. One recounted his dreams to others at the top of his voice,
gesticulating maniacally. Another was kneeling and trembling with prayer, his eyes shut as if he would never open
them again.
One man screamed and pointed at two kids, who were holding his wallet. No one was interested. His pocket
was ripped to the zipper, leaving a square hole in the front of his trousers. He pulled out his shirt to hide his
nakedness, then hurried away, an awkward smile straining his face. There was no sun, only a slow ripening of the
sky.
The twins started to wail and to attack Mama’s breasts. Baba spanked them hard. They sat on the ground with
pent-up tears they were afraid to shed.
Naema broke the spell. She came out and sat with me on the containers, grabbed my hands, and tried to cheer
me up.
“You are too sad, Jigana,” she said. “You want to marry the gal? Remember, it’s your turn to take Baby out.”
“Leave me alone.”
“Marry me, then—me am still here.” She stuck out her tongue at me. “I’m your sister too—more beautiful.
Guy, do me photo trick. … smile.”
She was well rested and had slept off her initial shock at Maisha's departure. Now she was herself again,
taunting and talkative, her dimples deep and perfect.
“You all must to let Maisha go.”
“And you?” I said. “You only listen to Maisha.”
“I’m big gal now, guy. Breadwinner. If you want school, I pay for you!”
She blew me a kiss in the wind. Maisha’s creams were already lightening her ebony face. Before I could say
anything, Naema erupted with mad laughter and ran into the shack. She almost knocked Baba down as she burst
out with the bags of food we had forgotten. She placed them on the ground and tore into them, filling the morning
with hope, beckoning all of us on. Baba bit into a chicken wing. Mama took a leg. The rest of us dug into the sour
rice, mashed potatoes, salad, hamburgers, pizza, spaghetti, and sausages. We drank dead Coke and melted ice
cream all mixed up. With her teeth, Naema opened bottles of Tusker and Castle beer. At first, we feasted in
silence, on our knees, looking up frequently, like squirrels, to monitor one another’s intake. None of us thought to
inflate the balloons or open the cards that Maisha had brought.
Then the twins fell over on their backs, laughing and vomiting. As soon as they were done, they went straight
back to eating, their mouths pink and white and green from ice cream and beer. We could not get them to keep
quiet. A taxi pulled up and Maisha came out of the shack, dragging her trunk behind her. Our parents paused as
the driver helped her put it into the car. My mother began to cry. Baba shouted at the streets.
I sneaked inside and poured myself some fresh kabire and sniffed. I got my exercise book from the carton and
ripped it into shreds. I brought my pen and pencil together and snapped them, the ink spurting into my palms like
blue blood. I got out my only pair of trousers and two shirts and put them on, over my clothes.
I avoided the uniform package. Sitting where the trunk had been, I wept. It was like a newly dug grave. I
sniffed hastily, tilting the bottle up and down until the kabire came close to my nostrils.
As the car pulled away with Maisha, our mourning attracted kids from the gangs. They circled the food, and I
threw away the bottle and joined my family again. We struggled to stuff the food into our mouths, to stuff the bags
back inside the shack, but the kids made off with the balloons and the cards.
I hid among a group of retreating kids and slipped away. I ran through traffic, scaled the road divider, and
disappeared into Nairobi. My last memory of my family was of the twins burping and giggling. …
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Kuta, nr. Iwo, Osun State, Nigeria (F) 3

The day had begun as usual, with the sun shining on the rich green carpet of plants and the surrounding trees.
But thick clouds had soon gathered to black it out in a grey mass, without bringing down the temperature or
making the weather more pleasant. And because there was no movement in the air, it had become suffocating and
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uncomfortable everywhere, especially indoors, so that one could only idle away time in nightmarish
contemplation. It was the most cruel weather for anyone in my condition. I looked at my hair, it was falling out
fast and premature wrinkles had begun to appear on my face. My collarbone stood out in bold relief. As I looked
at myself in the mirror standing by the window, I felt the urge to get away from this world. Life had ceased to
have any meaning for me.
Again, I looked at myself, but the image that confronted me was not a tall woman with oval-shaped face and
dreamy eyes but that of a living skeleton. A cold sympathy for the apparition in the mirror overtook me. A feeling
of nausea suddenly overtook all my feelings, and I lay down on the bed. I felt tired and lifeless.
“Have I become so unattractive even to myself?”
Tears rolled down my cheeks in hot burning spasms. The nausea intensifed again and appeared to confirm my
worst fears. I rushed out of the room to vomit, but I managed to control this sensation again. I sat on the doorstep,
my cheeks in my palms, thinking of what could have possibly been wrong with me.
Suddenly, I felt the world turning round. I looked around for support to get back to the room: there was no one
around. With tight fingers I held the door and repeatedly tried to get up. I had almost stood up when I lost my grip
and fell down, I lay there barely conscious for the better part of an hour realizing that no help was corning.
At last I summoned my courage and crawled to the room and got into bed. I must have been there for what
appeared like hours, until I felt strong enough to sit up, but sharp pains shot into my back. I rolled on my back in
the bed wondering if I had injured my spine when I fell down or had been infected by some strange disease.
The noise of children in the playground outside, just a few yards away, across from the window opposite my
bed, gradually brought me back to life. With quivering feet I stood up and tottered to the open window to peep at
the world outside. As I leant against the window edge enjoying the gusts of fresh air, Safiya came in a hurry to
reach home before the storm. She stopped to say hello and, lingered for a couple of minutes to discuss personal
matters as she had not seen me for sometime. I had actually been keeping to myself for days to avoid exposing my
poor physical condition. Yet Safiya was quick to notice everything.
When she asked why I looked depressed, my thoughts immediately went to Isah my husband. I felt a sarge of
anger that knocked my breath away as though all that had been happening between us had taken place only that
morning. The memory of the suffering and the crisis I was in came rushing at me, as well as the anger and
disappointment which followed the initial joy and promise. The result brought me more misery and frustration.
Now, I hated him and wished that I had never met him in my life. I similarly wished that we could part and never
meet again.
As various thoughts whirled in my head, I wondered whether my world was coming to an end. Everything
seemed meaningless. All plans for a happy future had vanished. Was I born to suffer? That night I waited
anxiously for the day to break. I tossed from one end of the bed to the other, but could not sleep. I decided to see a
doctor the following morning.
*
On arrival at Dr. Hajara Kabir’s office, I joined a short queue of women which quickly grew. She was a woman
of about forty, but looked at least ten years younger. After about thirty minutes, it was my turn. She came out to
see how many patients she had. When our eyes met she looked at me with a wide grin and invited me in. We
exchanged greetings. She asked me what the matter was and I went ahead to describe my condition. She placed
the stethoscope in her ears and listened to my heartbeat. Next, she took my temperature, opened my eyes and
examined them. She also took my blood pressure. She looked at me with narrowed eyes, thought for a moment
and suggested I should go for some tests. She quickly filled out a laboratory request form and ticked against a few
columns on the form. She then directed me to the laboratory down the corridor.
I handed the form to the nurse on duty who read it silently and invited me in. After the tests were carried out, I
was asked to come back for the result later in the day.
I returned home for the rest of that morning feeling forlorn. I had laid down on the settee in the sitting room
worrying about the outcome of the tests, when I heard a boisterous knock on the door. I was surprised to find Isah
when I opened it. I greeted him. He gave me a brusque reply, and slammed into his bedroom. I shook my head in
sympathy for myself. Five minutes later he came out with a file and left without saying another word.
Later in the afternoon I returned to the hospital. The results of all the tests carried out were negative. Auntie
Hajara therefore, suggested I go for a pregnancy test. I opened my mouth to object but decided against it because I
did not want to disagree. She gave me a small bottle and asked me to get a sample of my early morning urine.
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The following morning, I delivered it at the lab and went back to the waiting room. About an hour later, Auntie
Hajara sent for me. She looked at some papers for a few minutes and then straight into my face, then she said that
I was two months pregnant.
My heart pounded violently against my ribs. I felt as if the crushing weight of the world had fallen on me. I
could not bring myself immediately to believe I was pregnant.
“Thank you,” I said to her at last, trying to suppress my emotions. But she seemed to have noticed my reaction,
for she stared at me with an expression that was a cross between surprise and shock I bade her goodbye and left
absent-mindedly.
*
Auntie Hajara’s words which were supposed to have lifted up my spirits and cheer me, froze my heart and
killed my brain instead. A few months ago, I would have fainted with joy over the news that I was pregnant. But
now I walked away overwhelmed by pain and bitterness. I hated the bonds that tied me to Isah and looked
forward to when they would end, under the circumstances, therefore, the last thing I wanted was to look at my
child’s face twenty years from now and remember all the humiliation and suffering which I was now going
through. In the past, I had always looked wistfully at pregnant women and dreamt of the time when I would be
pregnant and filled with pride. Now I could not see myself having any child. certainly not for Isah.
I floated back to that very first time I met him. He looked handsome and innocent. Everything about him was
sort of reserved. But he appeared to be all that I had been looking for in a man.
We became serious with each other but my father had never been impressed with the affair.
“There is something about that man I don’t like,” he said to me one day. “I have a strong feeling that with him,
you will not find happiness. I would have preferred someone else, but if you are comfortable with him I have no
objection.”
During such times as this my father's advice burned in my head. How could I have been so foolish? Love
blinded my reason. How could I be unhappy with Isah when he meant everything to me? He looked gentle and I
had no fear he could be otherwise.
But alas, all that was a just a mirage, for the man who was really the object of my love evaporated right in
front of me, and was replaced by a cold-hearted conceited beast who totally lacked human feelings. I soon
discovered that the happiness I had found in his company and the dream of joy which I had built around him was
an illusion.
My trouble first started when we moved to Lagos. I began to see a different Isah. He became irritable and
intemperate. The slightest thing got him annoyed and boiling mad with rage. He was never impressed with
anything I did in the house. He would snap at me as if I was not human. He was always looking for an opportunity
to make me unhappy. Although I went out of my way to give him every care and attention, he was bent on
frustrating all my efforts.
Then, he began staying out until all hours of the night. When he returned he would refuse to explain his
absence and would not even taste the food I had made for him. No matter how hard I tried to find happiness I did
not succeed. I remembered the day I complained about his irregular hours, but he said:
“What do you care about? It’s my private life, which should not concern you in any way and …”
I could not bear him repeating this answer to me which he had used so many times to snap our conversations
shut. I cut him short:
“It does concern me because I am stuck here with you in a marriage which I now regret with every breath I
take.”
Thereafter, I knew at once that our relationship had taken a completely new turn. I had always known he had
mistresses, but it did not bother me as long as he did not bring any of them home or allow them to interfere with
our matrimonial life. For the heart does not fret over what the eye does not see. But one day he brought home a
fair maiden whom he introduced as his cousin. But it was easy to tell their true relationship. I could not believe he
would do that to me. However, all my fears were confinned when I talked to him later.
“This is my house, I can do whatever I like in it. If you are tired you are free to go,” he shouted at me.
It was a reply I had not expected, our strained relationship notwithstanding. It was the most cruel answer I had
ever got. And for the first time I lost my temper and unleashed my tongue to express my feelings. This earned me
a sound beating which left me with bruises for some days.
*
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Therefore, the news of the pregnancy was to me the most cruel joke that could be played on my poor soul.
There was no more room in my heart for Isah or even his child. Whatever it took, this was one pregnancy I was
detennined to get rid of.
Impulsively, I got ready and walked to the hospital. I went straight to Auntie Hajara’s office. I could read the
surprise on her face when she saw me. She asked what the problem was. There was absolute silence in the room
for some time until I at last managed to say what I wanted.
“I am sorry,” I managed to answer in a feeble voice. “I don’t want to have this baby. But I don’t want anyone
to influence my decision or point out to me one reason why I should change my mind. I have considered
everything and have found nothing that could change my mind.”
She was amazed because I had never spoken to her with such conviction. She therefore, suggested I think it
over calmly and let her know my final decision in the next five days. But there was nothing to think over. Even
before I left the office I had made a decision. I did not want to have the child. Besides, Isah had no place in his life
for a child—at least not by me. I returned from the hospital feeling forlorn and too weak to do anything let alone
think.
The words “I don’t want to have the baby” kept echoing in my ears and brought back the thought of Isah.
Although I had not seen him for two days, I hated to think of him and wished I never saw him again. I was sure he
had travelled again without bothering to inform me.
Gradually, my thoughts went back to the child I was carrying.
“Why should I kill an innocent soul? Why should I undergo a physical torture which will not heal my
psychological tumour? Why should I deny myself the joy of motherhood because of a man? If any man has
offended me, I should fight him, instead of killing my own baby.”
I was deeply engrossed in these thoughts when Safiya came in. She had been my confidant. Therefore, hiding
my present dilemma from her was unfair. Besides, I wanted her opinion.
“I am after your happiness. If that is what will make you happy, then I will advise you to do away with the
pregnancy. Anything is better than the way you look now,” she said in the matter-of-fact manner characteristic of
her. “But you will be making a mistake to kill your child for the sake of any man, even to expunge him from your
memory.” She continued, "Sister, I hardly need to remind you about my life and how my husband has ruined it.”
Isah returned after a three-day absence, but his return brought me more misery. He neither talked to me nor
took his meals at home. He seemed to have taken me for his slave. His communication with me consisted only of
commands which were barked in the rudest manner when he wanted things done for him. He considered me his
own property. Isah’s behaviour lends credence to my long held belief that inside every man is a devil.
Everything appeared dark with no solution in sight. This was when I thought of going to see my father. He had
always been kind and wonderful. I do not remember Mum ever looking worried and wondering about Dad; even
after her death he took care of us the best way he could. He was a soft-hearted kind of man and everything a
father should be. But I did not know if Isah would allow me to go home. I therefore, decided to stay up until he
came in, no matter how late. When at last he showed up, I talked to him about. it.
“I don’t want any more mischief from you, understand? You are not going an inch outside this city,” he said
harshly and made as if to walk away.
But I made sure that he stopped to listen. I was hurt to the roots of my being and could not contain myself any
longer. The following day, early in the morning I packed a few of my belongings for a long journey. Before he left
for the office Isah noticed that I was really determined to go. He brought out some money and threw it at me. I
had wanted to throw it back at him but decided against it. In spite of my anger and determination I had no money
and I was sensible enough to realize that I had to pay the transport fare.
“Safe journey,” he said sarcastically and left. Soon after I left for the motor park.
*
It took ten hours to get to the North from Lagos. At last the long journey ended and I arrived home. I met my
father saying his prayers like I had always seen him. I walked in silently and waited until he finished. At last he
turned towards me and asked why I looked so emaciated. I lowered my head. All the anger and frustration I had
been trying to suppress rushed down my cheeks in a torrent of tears. He calmed me down in his usual soft and
fatherly manner. Gradually I got hold of myself and began to narrate my story right from the time I got married. I
told him I was tired of the marriage and wanted to get rid of the pregnancy and come back home.
“Would you want to please yourself and offend your God? Would you kill a child even before its birth because
the father is not being nice to you?” he asked me. That was all. No more talk.
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My fathers words strengthened my natural instincts to have the baby and I realized that my anger was just as
self-destructive as my passive bondage. That I ought to fight back without hurting myself. I still needed to decide
about Isah, but I was no longer afraid. Indeed, I felt like a warrior going to fight a battle in which the enemy had
already surrendered.
254.58 Excerpt from On Black Sisters Street: A Novel\fn{by Chika Unigwe (1974- )} Enugu, Enugu State, Nigeria
(F) 10
1
The world was exactly as it should be. No more and definitely no less. She had the love of a good man. A
house. And her own money—still new and fresh and the healthiest shade of green—the thought of it buoyed her
and gave her a rush that made her hum.
These same streets she had walked before seemed to have acquired a certain newness. Humming, relishing the
notion of new beginnings, she thought of how much her life was changing: Luc. Money. A house. She was already
becoming someone else. Metamorphosing, she told herself, recalling the word from a biology class. Sloughing off
a life that no longer suited her.
What she did not know, what she would find out only hours from now, was just how absolute the transition
would be.
Sisi navigated the Keyserlei and imagined everything she could buy with her brand-new wealth. It would buy
her forgetfulness, even from those memories that did not permit silence, making her yell in her sleep so that she
woke up restless, wanting to cry. Now the shops sparkled and called to her, and she answered, touching things that
took her fancy, marveling in the snatches of freedom, heady with a joy that emitted light around her and made her
surer than ever that the Prophecy was undoubtedly true.
This was the true epiphany. Not the one she had on a certain Wednesday night on the Vingerlingstraat. That
one was a pseudo-epiphany. She knew that now.
She was hungry and stood undecided between the Panos and the Ekxi on the Keyserlei. Her new life smiled at
her, benevolent and lush. It nudged her toward the Ekxi, with its price a notch higher than Panos’s. She went in
and bought a sandwich with lettuce spilling out the sides, ruffled and moist. To go with it, a bottle of thick fruit
cocktail. She sat at a table outside, her shopping bags at her feet; the bags shimmied in the light spring breeze,
evidence of her break from a parsimonious past.
What should she get? Maybe a gift for Luc. A curtain for his doorless room. “Imagine a room without a door!
Ha!” The architect who designed the house had a thing for space and light, and since Luc was coming out of a
depression when he bought the house, he had been certain that space and light were the very things he needed.
The lack of a door had not disturbed him in the least.\fn{ The quotation in this paragraph is italicized in the text, indicating that
the character thought it, but did not speak it. The computers of my time cannot differentiate between them; in order to protect the concept of
machine-readability, I have expressed all thoughts as actualized speech, and placed them within quotation marks:H }

“Rooms must have doors,” Sisi told him when he showed her around the house. “Or curtains, at the very
least!”
Luc had said nothing in response. And silence was acquiescence. Certainly. Curtains with a frenetic design of
triangles and squares, bold purple and white splashes against a cocoa brown, found in the HEMA. She imagined
what the other women would say of Luc’s doorless bedroom. She imagined their incredulous laughter. And that
was enough to feed a guilt that she was trying hard to stop.
She hadn’t abandoned them. Had she? She had just … well, moved on. Surely, surely, she had that right. Still,
she wondered: What were they doing now? When would they notice that she was gone?
*
In a house on the Zwartezusterstratt, the women Sisy was thinking of—Ama, Joyce, and Efe—were at that
very moment preparing for work, rushing in and out of the bathroom, swelling its walls with their expectations:
that tonight they would do well; that the men who came would be a multitude; that they would not be too demanding. And more than that, that they would be generous.
“Who has my mascara? Where’s my fucking mascara?” Ama shouted, emptying a makeup bag on the tile floor.
Joyce was at the same time stuffing a denim duffel bag with a deodorant spray, a beach towel, a duster, and her
Smiley, so nicknamed by Sisi. Smiley was a lubricant gel, innocuously packaged in a plastic see-through teddy
bear with an orange conical hat and a wide smile; it might have been a child’s bottle of glue. She blocked her
mother’s face, looking aghast at Smiley, her lips rounding to form a name that was not Joyce.
“Where’s Sisi?” she asked.
590

“I haven’t seen her. Maybe she don’ leave already,” Efe said, putting an electric toothbrush into a toilet bag.
In an inner pocket of the bag was a picture of a boy in a baseball cap. On the back of the pho tograph were the
initials L.I. The picture was wrinkled and the gloss had worn off, but when it was first sent to her it would have
been easy to see (in the shine of the gloss that highlighted a broad forehead) that the boy bore a close semblance
to her. The way a son might his mother. She carried this picture everywhere.
They still had a bit of time before they had to leave, but they liked to get ready early. There were things that
could not be rushed. Looking good was one. They did not want to turn up at work looking half asleep and with
half of their gear forgotten.
“How come Sisi left so early?” Joyce asked.
“Who knows?” Ama answered, running her hand quickly across her neck as if to assure herself that the gold
chain that she always wore was still there.
“All this Sisi, Sisi, Sisi, are you lovers? Maybe she’s gone on one of her walks.”
Ama laughed, slitting her eyes to brush on mascara. Sisi went out alone at least twice a week, refusing
company when it was offered. Nobody knew where she went except that she some times came back with boxes of
chocolate and bags of Japanese fans and baby booties embroidered in lace, fridge magnets and T-shirts with
Belgian beer logos printed on them.
“Gifts,” she mumbled angrily when Joyce asked her once who they were for.
Joyce was already out of the bathroom. She had hoped Sisi would help her cornrow her hair. In between perm
and braids, her hair was a wilderness that would not be subdued. Neither Ama nor Efe could braid. Nothing for it
now, she would have to hold it in a bun and hope that Madam would not notice that the bun was an island in the
middle of her head, surrounded by insubordinate hair that scattered every which way.
If Sisi had not left, if she was simply running late, she would have Madam to answer to. For Sisi’s sake, Joyce
hoped she would be back on time. How could anyone forget what Madam had done to Efe the night she turned up
for work late? Nothing could excuse her behavior, Madam said. Not even the fact of her grandmother’s death.
2
It was not every death that earned a party. But if the departed was old and beloved, then a party was very much
in order. Efe’s grandmother was both. And since she was too far away to attend the burial herself, the next best
thing, the expected thing, was a big party. Plus, in dismal November, nothing could beat a good party.
Efe did not tell Madam of the death. Or of the party. Nobody told Madam anything. It was not like, if she were
invited, she would attend anyway.
The girls had started the day in the kitchen doing dishes from the previous day. Sisi’s laughter was the loudest,
rising and drowning out the voices of the other women. She slapped her thighs with a damp kitchen towel, and the
strength of the laughter shut her eyes.
“Tell me, Efe, your aunty really believed her husband?”
“Yes. She did. He told her she could not go abroad with him because the British embassy required her GCSE
results before they would give her a visa. Dat na de only way he could tink of to stop her wahalaing him about
traveling with him. Four wives, and she wanted him to pick her above the rest? And she no be even the chief wife.
Imagine! De woman just dey craze!”
“Your uncle handled it well. Sometimes it’s just easier to lie to people. Saves you a lot of trouble and time,”
Joyce said, placing a drinking glass she had just dried in the cupboard above her head.
“Men are bastards,” Ama said.
“Ama, lighten up. Since when did this story become about men being bastards, eh? Everything has to be so
serious with you; you know how to spoil a good day. You just have to get worked up over nothing!”
Sisi wiped a plate dry, examined it for smudges, and finding none, placed it on top of another on the work
surface beside the sink. Ama turned toward Sisi and hissed.
“Move the plates, abeg. If you leave them there, they’ll only get wet again. Why don’t you put them away as
soon as you’ve dried?” She hissed again and went to work scrubbing a pot in the kitchen sink.
“How could you burn rice, Sisi? I can’t get the fucking pot clean!”
“I don’t know what’s eating you up, Ama, but I don’t want any part of it. Whoever sent you; tell them you
didn’t see me, I beg of you.”
“Fuck off. Why don’t you fuck off on one of your long walks?”
Ama’s voice was a storm building. Efe tried to calm the storm.
“Girls, girls, it’s a beautiful clay. Make una no ruin am!”
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She hoped it would not rain. It was a beautiful day for November: leaves turned aubergine-purple and yellow
and white by a mild autumn and a sky that did not forebode rain. A minor miracle for the time of year.
“See as de day just dey like fine picture, and una wan spoil am?”
“Nobody’s ruining anything. Anyway, I’m done here.”
Ama pulled out the now gleaming pot and walked out of the kitchen into the sitting room. She flooded the
room with the twang boom bam of a Highlife tune. She lit a cigarette and began to dance. Efe, swishing a kitchen
towel over her head, sighed and followed her into the sitting room.
“I can see you don’ dey get ready for the party, Ama. Oooh, shake that booty, girl! Shake am like your mama
teach you!”
“Oh, shut it! What has my mother got to do with my dancing?”
Ama moved away from Efe, the crucifix around her neck glinting. Her anger seemed blown up. Exaggerated.
But Efe let it pass. She had other things on her mind.
The party, for starters. The Moroccan man who had promised to get her cartons of beer at a discount had just
called to say that his contact had not come through. Now the drinks would cost her a lot more than she had
budgeted for. The girls had promised to help her with the food, but with Ama in this mood, she might have one
fewer pair of hands. Everything had to go to plan today. A burial ceremony for her grandmother had to be talked
about for months to come. That was how much she loved the woman. And they were not even related. She wanted
a party that would last all night.
And that would be what would put her in trouble with Madam. The party was a success, so much so that Efe
could not leave until almost midnight. Madam’s anger manifested itself in a laughter that was dry like a cough and
a sneering
“Ah, so you’ve earned enough money to waltz in to work whenever you want?”
For a week she refused to let Efe use her booth. One week of not earning money was enough to put anyone off
getting into Madam’s bad books. Still, Iya Ijebu got a party deserving of her.
“She is not even my real grandmother,” Efe told the women when she told them of her death. “I been dey call
her granny, but she be just dis woman wey live near our house. On Sundays, she made me moi-moi. When I was
in primary school, if my mother wasn’t home, she’d make lunch for my younger ones and me. Ah, the woman was
nice to us. Which kin’ granny pass dat one? Goodbye, Granny. Rest in peace.”
“What killed her?” Joyce asked.
Even Efe did not know how the woman had died. The news of her death had been an interspersion between
“Buy me a Motorola mobile phone” and a “Papa Eugene wants to know how easy it is to ship a car from there to
here.” A distant “Iya Ijebu died two weeks ago” carried along a faint and crackling telephone line from a
telephone cabin in Lagos to a glass-doored booth in a Pakistani Internet/telephone café in Antwerp.
“She died? Iya Ijebu? Osalobua! What killed her?”
A voice loud enough to reach the other end. She had tried to drag her sister back to the news she had just
delivered.
“How? What happened?”
“What? I can’t hear you. Did you hear what I said about the Motorola?”
And then the line had whined and died, and Efe went around in a frenzy organizing a party. She did not know
the details of the death, but at the party she would distribute badly xeroxed pictures of the deceased: a woman in a
huge head scarf, looking solemn and already dead, against a backdrop of palm trees painted wildly on a prop
behind her. Below it would be the announcement that she had died after a “sudden” illness at the age of seventyfive (which was an estimation; who cared, really, about exact ages?). And that Efe, her granddaughter, was
“Grateful to God for a life well spent.”
Summer would have been a better choice, its temperament better suited to feasting, but a party was what
dreary November needed to cheer it up. She had a lot to worry about. What to cook. What to play. Who to have.
There would be lots of Ghanaians; those people were everywhere. Nigerians, of course, went without say ing. A
sprinkling of East Africans—Kenyans who ate samosas and had no traditional clothes and complained about the
pepper in Nigerian food, not really African. The three Ugandan women she knew who stumbled over their words,
brackening black and renthening long. And the only Zimbabwean she knew, a woman who shuffled when she
danced. Those guests would spawn other guests, multiplying the guest list to infinity, so that she was glad she had
the foresight to hire a huge abandoned warehouse close to the Central Station, not the parish hall of a church she
had rented last year to celebrate her birthday.
Here she had enough space not to worry about the number of people who would eventually turn up. And unlike
the floor of the parish hall, which she had to ensure was spotless at the end of the party, this place had no such
obligation. The tiles had come off in some places, exposing dark earth, like half-peeled scabs over old wounds.
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Against the walls were high metal racks, most of which were already corroded. The racks would come in handy
for stacking crates of beer and cool boxes of food, so Efe did not need to borrow tables. In front of the racks were
white picnic chairs. The space in the middle provided ample dancing room.
By the time Sisi, Joyce, and Ama arrived, the party was in full swing. Music blared and a lady in bright orange
stilettos pulled off her shoes, held them over her head, and yodeled at the very high ceil ing. Joyce, radiant in a
black minidress that showed off her endless legs, edged farther into the room and began to dance with a man in an
oversize shirt. Several times that day she would be told that with her height and good looks she could have been a
model. It was not an’thing she had not heard before. So she would laugh it off and say,
“Now, that’s my plan B.”
Ama spied two Ghanaian guests going back for a third helping of rice and smirked to Sisi that surely, surely,
Nigerians cooked better, made tastier fried rice than Ghanaians (people who threw whole tomatoes in sauces
could not really cook, could they?). And both women agreed that Ghanaians were just wannabe Nigerians and
Antwerp was, for all its faults, the best city in the world and Belgium had the best beers, the Leffe and the
Westmalle and the Stella Artois. You could not find those anywhere else, could you?
Efe toddled up to them, complaining that the soles of her feet hurt from too much dancing. She should not have
worn such high-heeled shoes, she said.
“But you always wear high heels! You’ll complain today, and tomorrow you’ll be in them again,” Sisi teased.
“With my height, if I no wear heels, I go be like full stop on the ground.”
Efe was not really short. At least not much shorter than Sisi, who described her height as average. “Average”
translated in her passport to five feet seven. But of all four women, Efe was the shortest, and this gave her a
complex.
“You’re not short, Efe. You just like your heels high!”
High-heeled shoes and wigs were Efe’s trademark. Ama called her the Imelda Marcos of wigs. Today she wore
a bobbed black wig, so it looked as if she were wearing a beret. It was not a wig her housemates had seen, so it
must be new. Bought for the occasion. It was not as voluminous as the wigs she normally wore, and the effect was
that her features looked exaggerated: her nose, her lips, her eyes looked blown up, as if they were under a
magnifying glass. Ama tapped her feet impatiently to the music.
“These your bowlegs dey always itch to dance,” Efe teased her.
“Where’s the fucking booze?” Feet still tapping to the music.
Before Efe could answer, Ama was already off. She found her way to the beer and grabbed a bottle of her
favorite blond beer. Swigging the beer, she danced alone in the middle of the floor, bumping into other dancers,
shouting out at intervals that life was good. GOOD! A black man in short, angry dreads swayed effeminately
toward her, and Ama moved back. He tried to grasp her hand, and she snatched it away and gave him an evil eye.
“What’s wrong with ya, sister?” he said, in what she could only guess was meant to be an American accent.
“I’m not your sister,” and she twirled and danced away.
The man shrugged and went in search of a more willing dance partner, grumbling “Bloody Africans” under his
breath. He found his way to Efe, who was sipping a glass of apple juice, and dragged her to the dance floor. Efe
was a lot more obliging. She downed her juice and glided onto the dance floor, which was fast filling up.
“Wema, you’re an awright sister! You Africans can really pardy!”
“Where’re you from?” Efe asked, amused.
“Seth Africa. The real deal. You Ghanaian, too?”
“Nigerian.”
“Oh, Nigerian? We got a lotta those makwerekweres in Jo’burg. Lots of Nigerians. They in the news all the
time back home in Seth Africa.”
Efe said she had to get back to her drink. What was it with the South Africans she met claiming another
continent for their country? Especially the black South Africans. She saw Joyce, her black hair ex tensions moving
furiously as she danced with a light-skinned man in a kente shirt. Efe smiled and mouthed “jerk” to Joyce and
pointed at the South African, who was now talking to a woman with braids down to her shoulders. Sisi danced
behind Joyce, a bottle of beer in one hand and the other waving wildly in the air, two gold rings catch ing and
dispelling light like magic. Sisi moved close to Joyce and whispered that Ama seemed to be in a much better
mood.
“That Ama. She can be tiresome sometimes. What does she want us to do? Walk on tiptoe in our own house?”
Sisi and Joyce had joined the women only two months before.
Joyce shrugged. She was out to have a good time, not worry about Ama. Of all the women in the house, Sisi
was the only one she was remotely close to. Sisi was the most beautiful of the other three, she thought. Her beauty
was all the more striking for being unexpected; she had thin legs, a low waist, and a short neck. When you saw
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her from behind—which was how Joyce saw her the first time—you did not expect to see a beautiful face,
flawless skin. She also seemed genuinely nice.
Ama was a basket case given to bellicosity; everything set her off. Efe, she was not sure about. Perhaps, given
time, she would like her. Efe was definitely more likable than Ama, although she had her own issues. Yesterday
Joyce had called her Mother because she had tried to mediate between Sisi and Ama, who were having a quarrel
over what TV program to watch. Everybody could tell it was a joke—even Ama (even Ama!) laughed—but Efe
had not been amused.
“I’m nobody’s mother,” she had said, her voice wan, as if in disappointment at a betrayal. Still, she was more
affable than Ama.
“I need to pee,” Sisi said, and went off in search of a bathroom. Ama saw her pushing her way through the
people on the dance floor and went up to her.
“Not off, are you?” Ama asked with a wink. Sisi’s lips pursed.
“I’m just looking for the toilet. Not like it’s any of your business.”
“What’s your fucking problem? Geez!” Ama hissed. She had a bottle of beer in one hand.
“My problem is you,” Sisi responded.
“Oh, get over it! Are you still upset about Segun?” Ama quaffed some beer. “If its a lie, why are you so bloody
worked up?”
“Shut up, Ama!”
Sisi’s voice was raised. Ever since the incident with Segun, Ama had been frustratingly smug. Winking and
making silly comments. Screeching songs around the house about Segun and Sisi.
“You think you know it all.”
“So why don’t you tell me, then?”
Ama bridged the gap between them so that their shoulders touched. Sisi was the taller, bigger woman, but if it
came to blows, she would bet on Ama. The regularity with which she picked fights suggested brawn of such
superiority as to instill dread. Sisi took a step back. Ama took one step forward. Efe appeared at their side.
“I hope you girls dey enjoy my party?”
Chance. Luck. Whatever it was that had brought Efe, Sisi grabbed it and walked away.
When Sisi got back from the bathroom, Joyce was still on the dance floor. Sisi went over to her and tapped her
on the shoulder.
“What time do we leave?” Joyce asked, turning away from the man in kente. They had to be in their booths by
eight.
“Around seven. I’d still like to clean up a bit before work tonight.”
“I’ve eaten so much at this party that I worry I’ll just snooze at work,” Joyce said, and laughed, a bit of tongue
showing through the gap in her front teeth, white teeth that contrasted so sharply with her dark lips.
“Sleep ke? Me, my eyes are on the money, baby! I’ve got no time to sleep, and neither do you!” Sisi mockscolded. “I want a gold ring on each finger.”
She danced away to the racks for a piece of chicken leg fried an incandescent brown, hoping she did not run
into Ama again. She picked out a leg, bit into it, and thought,
“I’m very lucky to be here, living my dream. If I’d stayed back in Lagos, God knows where I’d have ended
up.”
She banished the thought. Lagos was not a memory she liked to dredge up. Not the house in Ogba and not
Peter. She tried to think instead of hurtling toward a prophecy that would rinse her life in a Technicolor glow of
the most amazing beauty.
But memories are obstinate.
3
On the walls of the Obga flat, three framed pictures hung. The first was the wedding photograph of Chisom’s
parents: the bride, beautiful in a short, curly wig (the rage at the time) and a shy smile. The groom, hair parted in
the middle and daring eyes that looked into the camera. One hand proprietarily placed on his seated bride’s
shoulder, the other in the pocket of his trousers: a pose that said quite clearly,
“I own the world.”
A happy couple drenched in fashionable sepia that gave the picture an ethereal look. The second picture, the
one in the middle, was of Chisom in a graduation gown that touched the ground, flanked by her parents. Her
father’s head was slightly bent, but a smile was visible. Her mother’s smile was more obvious, a show of teeth.
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Chisom’s was the widest. This was the beginning. In her new shoes, bought especially for the occasion, she knew
that her life was starting to change.
The third picture was the largest, its frame an elaborate marquetry of seashells and beads commissioned by her
father specifically for this photo:
“The very best! The very best! Today money is no issue.”
Taken on the day of Chisom’s graduation, it showed all three with bigger smiles. With wider eyes than in the
previous picture. After the photographer had arranged them for the shot, Papa Chisom said he wished the woman
who had spoken for the gods when Chisom was born were around.
“It’d have been nice to have her in the picture. Her words gave us hope.” Chisom’s mother said,
“Yes, indeed. It’s a pity that she’s moved. If only we had kept in touch.” Chisom said,
“I’m just glad I’ve graduated.”
She was looking forward to a realization of everything dreamed. To a going-to-bed and a waking-up in the
dreams she had carried with her since she was old enough to want a life different from her parents’. She did not
need a clairvoyant to predict her own future; not when she had a degree from a good university. She would get a
house for herself. Rent somewhere big for her parents. Living with three people in two rooms, she wanted a
massive house where she had the space to romp and throw Saturday-night parties.
The Prophecy haloed their heads and shone with a luminescence that shimmered the glass. By the time Chisom
visited her parents from Antwerp, she would have acquired the wisdom to see beyond the luminescence, a certain
wrinkling of the photograph, a subtle foreshadowing of a calamity that would leave them all spent.
Chisom dreamed of leaving Lagos. “This place has no future.” She tried to imagine another year in this flat her
father rented in Ogba. Walls stained yellow over time—the color of pap—that she could no longer stand, their
yellowness wrapping their hands around her neck, their hold on her life tenacious. She tried not to breathe,
because doing so would be inhaling the stench of mildewed dreams.
And so, in the house, she held her breath. A swimmer under water. Breathing in would kill her.
“The only way to a better life is education. Akwukwo. Face your books, and the sky will be your limit. Its in
your hands.”
Her father’s eternal words. The first time Sisi would return to the flat after she had left, she would go up to her
father and whisper in his ear,
“You were wrong about that, Papa,” she would say.
He would not hear her. Her father had not studied beyond secondary school and often blamed that for his
stagnant career. Destiny had not lent him an extra hand, either, by providing him with a peep into a sure future.
“I am giving you the opportunity I never had; use it wisely.” As if opportunity were a gift, something precious,
wrapped up carefully in bubble to keep it from breaking, and all Chisom had to do was un wrap it and it would
hurtle her to dizzying heights of glory.
His parents had needed him to get a job and help out with his brothers and sisters, school fees to be paid.
Clothes to be bought. Mouths to be fed. We have trained you, now it’s your turn to train the rest. Take your nine
siblings off our hands. Train them well, and in two years the twins will have a school leaving certificate and get
jobs, too. Why have children if they cannot look after you in old age? It’s time for us to reap the benefits of
having a grown-up son!
But he had not felt very grown up at nineteen. Had hoped to go on to university at Ife. To wear the ties and
smart shirts of a scholar. Not work as an administrative clerk for a company he did not care much for, being a “yes
sir, no sir” subordinate to men who were not much smarter than he was.
“I had the head for it. I had bookhead, isi akwukwo. I could have been a doctor. Or an engineer. I could have
been a big man.”
He would often look around him in disdain, at the walls, at the three mismatched chairs with worn cushion
slips, at the stereo that no longer worked (symbol of a time when he had believed that he could become
prosperous: a raise that taunted him with the promise of prosperity), and he would sigh as if those were the
stumbling blocks to his progress, as though all he needed to do was get rid of them and whoosh! His life would
take a different path.
Chisom studied hard at school, mindful of her father’s hopes for her: a good job once she graduated from the
University of Lagos. She had envisioned her four years of studying finance and business administration
culminating, quite logically, in a job at a bank, one of those new banks dotting Lagos like a colony of palm trees.
She might even be given a company car, with a company driver to boot, her father said. Her mother said,
“I shall sit in the back of your car with you. You in the owner’s corner. Me beside you. And your driver shall
drive us fia fia fia around Lagos.” All three laughed at the happy image of the car. (A Ford? A Daewoo? A
Peugeot? “I hope it’s a Peugeot; that brand has served this country loyally since the beginning of time. When I
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worked for UTC …”) The mother’s mock plea that Papa Chisom should save them from another trip down
memory lane would gently hush Chisom’s father, and then Chisom herself would say,
“I don’t really care what brand of car I get as long as it gets me to work and back!”
“Wise. Wise. Our wise daughter has spoken,” the father would say casually, but his voice would betray the
weight of his pride, the depth of his hopes for her, his respect for her wisdom, all that wisdom she was acquiring
at university; their one-way ticket out of the cramped two-room flat to more elegant surroundings.
In addition to the car, Chisom was expected to have a house with room enough for her parents. A bedroom for
them. A bedroom for herself. A sitting room with a large color TV. A kitchen with an electric cooker. And
cupboards for all the pots and pans and plates that they would need. No more storing pots under the bed! A
kitchen painted lavender or beige, a soft, subtle color that would make them forget this Ogba kitchen that was
black with the smoke of many kerosene fires. A generator. No more at the mercy of NEPA. A gateman. A steward.
A high gate with heavy locks. A high fence with jagged pieces of bottle sticking out of it to deter even the most
hardened thieves. A garden with flowers. No. Not flowers. A garden with vegetables. Why have a garden with
nothing you can eat? But flowers are beautiful. Spinach is beautiful, too. Tomatoes are beautiful. Okay. A garden
with flowers and food. Okay. Good. They laughed and dreamed, spurred on by Chisom’s good grades, which,
while not excellent, were good enough to encourage dreams.
The days after graduation were filled with easy laughter and application letters, plans, and a list of things to do
(the last always preceded by “Once Chisom gets a job,” “As soon as Chisom gets a job,” “Once I get a job”). As
her father would say, there were only two certainties in their lives: death and Chisom’s good job. Death was a
given (many, many years from now, by God’s grace, amen!), and with her university degree, nothing should stand
in the way of the good job (very soon—only a matter of time—university graduates are in high demand! high
demand!). His belief in a university education was so intrinsically tied to his belief in his daughter’s destined
future as to be irrevocable.
Yet two years after leaving school, Chisom was still mainly unemployed (she had done a three-month stint
teaching economics at a holiday school: the principles of scarcity and want, law of demand and supply), and had
spent the better part of the two years scripting meticulous application letters and mailing them along with her
résumé to the many different banks in Lagos.
Dear Mr. Uloko:
With reference to the advertisement placed in the Daily Times of June 12, 1 am writing to—
Dear Aihaji Musa Gani:
With reference to the advertisement placed in The Guardian of July 28, 1 am writing to apply—

But she was never even invited to an interview. Diamond Bank. First Bank. Standard Bank. Then the smaller
ones. And then the ones that many people seemed never to have heard of. Lokpanta National Bank. Is that a bank?
Here in Lagos? Is it a new one? Where? Since when?
Even in their obscurity, they had no place for her. No envelopes came addressed to her, offering her a job in a
bank considerably humbler than the banks she had eyed while at school, and in which less intelligent classmates
with better connections worked. It was as if her résumés were being swallowed up by the many potholes on Lagos
roads. Sometimes she imagined that the postmen never even mailed them, that maybe they sold them to roadside
food sellers to use in wrapping food for their customers. Maybe, she thought sometimes, her résumé had wrapped
ten naira worth of peanuts for a civil servant on his way home from work. Or five naira worth of fried yam for a
hungry pupil on the way to school. She sought to find humor in the thought, to laugh off the fear of an ineluctable
destiny that she had contracted from her parents. The Prophecy by now meant nothing to her.
Of course.
There was no longer talk of a company car. Or a company driver. No arguments about a garden with food or
flowers. And as the years rolled on, no more letters of application.
“Why bother?” Chisom asked her father when he tried to egg her on. “Unless you have found out that one of
your friends is the director of any of the banks, because that is how things work, you know?”
She did not tell her father that she had also tried applying for other jobs, sometimes jobs she was hardly qualified
for, but as she reasoned, she stood as good a chance with those as she stood with a job at the bank. A flight
attendant with Triax Airlines (must be an excellent swimmer; Chisom had never learned to swim); an administrative assistant with Air France (excellent French required; Chisom knew as much French as she did Yoruba, which
was not much, if at all: words she had learned by rote from a zealous French tutor—Comment tu t’appelle? le
m’appelle Chisom, et vous? Comme ci, comme ça. Voilà Monsieur Mayaki. Monsieur Mayaki est fort).
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And she was right. No requests for interviews came from those quarters, ei ther. Still, she scanned the
newspapers, sending off arbitrary applications for jobs announced, finding satisfaction in the recklessness of the
arbitration, watching with anger as life laughed at the grandiosity of her dreams.
So, when she got the offer that she did, she was determined to get her own back on life, to grab life by the
ankles and scoff in its face. There was no way she was going to turn it down. Not even for Peter.
4
Before Efe came toBelgium, she imagined castles and clean streets and snow as white as salt. But now, when
she thinks of it, when she talks of where she lives in Antwerp, she describes it as a botched dream. She talks about
it in much the same way as she talks about Joyce in her absence: created for elegance but never quite accomplish ing it. In her part of Antwerp, huge offices stand alongside grotty warehouses and desolate fruit stalls run by
effusive Turks and Moroccans. On dark streets carved with tram lines, houses with narrow doors and high
windows nestle against one another. The house the women share has an antiquated brass knocker and a cat flap
taped over with brown heavy-duty sticky tape.
Outside, a neighbor’s dog barks. Its owner shouts for it. Tells it to be calm, he’s almost ready for their walk.
The ladies might still be sleeping, he says. Shh.
But the ladies are not sleeping. Inside, Efe, Ama, and Joyce are gathered in a room painted in tongues of fire.
They are sitting on a long couch, its black color fading with age, its frame almost giving way underneath their
combined weight. The wall against which their couch is placed is slightly cool, and if they lean back, their necks
press against the coolness. They are mostly silent, a deep quiet entombing them, filling up the room, so that there
is hardly room for anything else. The silence is a huge sponge soaking up air, and all three of them have thought
at different times this morning that perhaps they should open the door.
But they do not, because they know that would not have helped, as the door opens onto a short carpeted
hallway. They think about the air that seems vile and rub their necks and their temples. Still, no one says a word.
They will not talk about it. Their eyes are mainly on their laps, their arms folded across their chests. Sisi is
everywhere. She is not here, but they cannot escape her, even in their thoughts.
Joyce says the room is dusty. She grabs a rag from the kitchen—one of the many that she stocks in a cupboard
—and starts to dust the walls. The table. The mantelpiece above the fake fireplace with logs that never burned.
Efe says,
“Stop. It’s not dusty.”
Joyce continues dusting. Frantically. Her rag performing a crazed dance, like one possessed. The same way she
dusts her bedposts in the Vingerlingstraat every morning, after the men have gone.
Ama has a bottle of Leffe on the floor between her legs. She picks it up and starts to drink. The sound of her
gulping the beer takes over the silence for a while. Glup. Glup. Glup. Until it’s finished. She flings the bottle onto
the floor. Efe eyes it as it rolls, slows down, and finally stops.
“Isn’t it too early to be drinking, Ama? Day never even break finish!” Efe tells her.
“It’s early, and so fucking what?” Ama burps. Tugs at her crucifix. “You dey always get ant for your arse.
Every day na so so annoyance you dey carry around.”
“Fuck off.”
Another burp.
Joyce keeps dusting. Maniacally. The women are not sure what they are to one another. Thrown to gether by a
conspiracy of fate and a loud man called Dele, they are bound in a sort of unobtrusive friendship, comfortable
with whatever little they know of one another, asking no questions unless they are prompted to, sharing deep
laughter and music in their sitting room, making light of the life that has taught them to make the most of the
trump card that God has wedged in between their legs, dissecting the men who come to them (men who spend
nights lying on top of them or under them, shoving and fiddling and clenching their brown buttocks and finally
[mostly] using their fingers to shove their own pale meat in) in voices loud and deprecating. And now, with the
news that they have just received, they have become bound by something so surreal that they are afraid of talking
about it. It is as if, by skirting around it, by avoiding it, they can pretend it never happened.
Yet Sisi is on their minds.
5
“There is no room to breathe here!”
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Chisom dropped the mirror and turned to Peter, her boyfriend of three years. She had left her parents in the
middle of an argument and gone to Peter’s flat, not too far from theirs. Peter with a bachelor’s degree in
mathematics. The framed certificate had pride of place in his cluttered sitting room, on top of his small black-andwhite television. Since the television faced the door, the certificate was usually the first thing a guest saw. Above
it on the wall, another framed certificate announced that Peter was teacher of the year. Beside that, a framed
photograph of Peter with stars in his eyes, shaking the hand of a bored-looking man in a stiff black coat. Under
the photograph, the inscription TEACHER OF THE YEAR with the commissioner for education, Chief Dr. R. C.
Munonye.
There were identically framed photographs in Peter’s bedroom. Peter with eyes that sparkled, shaking the
hands of men (and occasionally women) in flamboyant suits who always looked bored. Or busy. And very often
both. Peter’s flat was a shrine to an accumulation of incremental successes that did not camouflage, as far as
Chisom was concerned, the fallacies of those successes.
Peter’s life was a cul-de-sac. He did not have the passion to dream like Chisom did, did not aspire to break
down the walls that kept him in. And this made her think that she was outgrowing him.
“I’ll marry you one day, and I shall take you away from here,” Peter swore, his voice firm like a
schoolteacher’s, as he wet his right index finger and pointed it up to the ceiling to accompany his oath. He walked
toward her and held her around her waist, nuzzled the side of her face with the side of his.
“I promise you. I’ll take you away from all this, baby!” Another nuzzle.
In Europe, when she would no longer be Chisom and before Luc, this was what she would miss most about
him. His hands around her waist. His breath warm against her face. His stubble scratching her cheek. She would
believe that she would never find that kind of love again. That she would never hanker after the sort of intimacy
that made her want to be completely subsumed by the other. She would be wrong on both counts.
“I don’t want to become like my mother,” Chisom said, gently unlocking his hands around her and turning
around to look earnestly at this young man who thought he could rescue her. What did he have? she thought. He
had a job teaching at a local school. The months he got paid, his salary was barely enough to cover the rent on this
flat where his five siblings lived with him. The months he did not get paid, he begged his landlord to allow him to
live on credit.
His eyes looked into hers, and their solemnity pained her. She looked away. His patience, of rather heroic
proportions, aggravated her.
“Peter, you have to save yourself from drowning before you start promising to save others!”
Her voice came out angrier than she had intended. What right did he have to make promises he could not keep?
What right did he have to ask her to wait here, to wait for him, while she got pulled further underwater?
There had been a time when she had looked up to him. Her whiz kid with the soft hands and a brain that could
make sense of any mathematical equation, (a x b) x c = a x (b x c) = a x b x c, decipher words that made no sense
to her: polynomial, exponential, trigonometric. Algebraic identities. Laplace transform table.\fn{ A widely used
integral transform with many applications in physics and engineering, named after Pierre-Simon Laplace (1749-1827, French mathematician and astronomer) who introduced the transform in his work on probability theory } Scribbling magic in his notebook that

fascinated her to no end and gave certainty to a future that included him.
It was not as if she no longer loved him. She did. She loved the way his left eye half shut when he smiled. She
loved the way he cradled her when they made love, breathing into her skin. She loved the way he grinned while
he ate, as if the very act of eating, the thoughtful chewing, never mind what was being eaten, was pleasurable; an
art to be cultivated, elevated, and enjoyed.
But love had its limits. Peter did not have the means to turn her life around. Had she had foresight, she often
thought, she would have done a nursing degree. At Christmas most of the men returning home from Europe and
America with wallets full of foreign currency, to scout for wives, always went for the nurses. They said it was
easier for nurses to get a job abroad.
“The British NHS\fn{National Health Service} depends on our fucking nurses, innit?” Ed, her friend and Ezimma’s
cousin, told her. Ed also had come to get a wife. He lived in England—somewhere unpronounceable that ended in
“-shire”—but so unmistakably English that it made him attractive, and within three weeks of being in Nigeria and
parading both himself and his pounds, he found himself a willing nurse.
Even though Chisom did not like the way he marinated his sentences in “shit” and “bloodyfucking” and
“innit,” she knew that had he asked her to marry him, she would have. Because by then she had given up on love
as a prerequisite for marriage. She would discover this yearning, this want to marry for love, a year later, abroad.
“We are all stuck here, baby,” Peter told her, his arms around her again. He took her ear in his mouth and bit on
it gently. She liked it when he did that.
“And I am tired of being stuck.”
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She let him hold her, regretting her earlier outburst. It was not Peter’s fault, after all, that she had no job or that
he did not earn enough or that the entire economy was in a mess, so her father had nothing to show for his many
years in the civil service, or that she did not see Peter as part of the bright future that was hers. She closed her
eyes and let the smell of his cologne take her away.
“I wish life were like this,” she muttered. “I wish life smelled this good.”
Even as she said that, she knew she could not stand another year in Lagos. Not like this. “I must escape.”
Perhaps it was this vow that made her recoil when Peter teased her mouth open and snaked his tongue in, running
it across her teeth. She put a hand on his chest and gently pushed him away. She was not in the mood, she
grumbled.
She would think, a few weeks later, that it was the vow that threw her directly in the path of providence. It
would make leaving Peter easier. As for leaving her parents, she would be doing it for them as much as for
herself.
*
Chisom was at the hair salon on Adeniran Ogunsanya Street, getting her perm retouched, when a man with a
protuberant stomach walked in with a young girl who could not have been older than seventeen. It was obvious
from the way he held her with his left hand, casually touching her buttocks, that there was nothing innocent about
their relationship.
“Oya! Make am beautiful. She dey go abroad. Today! Beautify am!” he shouted, almost pushing her toward
one of the hairdressers. He brought out a white handkerchief and wiped sweat off his forehead. His breath came in
loud pants, the hmph hmph hmph of someone who had just run a marathon. It occurred to Chisom that it was
probably the talking that wore him out.
The young girl—all bones mainly, except for a humongous pair of breasts—was quiet. There was an uncertain
smile on her face as she stood while Tina the hairdresser, toward whom she was pushed, touched her hair to
determine what to do with it.
“You wan braid am? You get good hair,” Tina complimented as she raked professional fingers through the
girl’s hair.
“Braid? I tell you say she dey go abroad, you wan’ do shuku for am? Perm am. Put relaxer. Make she look like
oyibo woman! I wan’ make she look like white woman!”
The man wiped his forehead again. He looked around for a chair and, finding a wooden stool, drew it closer
and started to sit. With his massive buttocks hovering over the chair, he shouted out at one of the hairdressers, his
voice like a madman’s:
“Una butcher meat for dis chair? Dis chair dirty plenty!”
The hairdresser rolled her eyes and grabbed a tattered towel from a client’s head. Standing behind the man, she
spat on the towel and then proceeded to wipe the stool, rubbing slowly. Chisom, who had seen what the
hairdresser did, snickered.
“It’s clean now, sir,” the hairdresser said to the man’s back with a self-satisfied grin as she watched him groan
and settle into it. Tina touched the young girl’s hair again.
“You get good hair.”
She sat the girl down in an empty chair beside Chisom’s. As soon as she was done with her client she would
attend to the girl, she promised. Chisom felt compelled to talk to the girl. Her silence bothered her.
“So you dey go abroad?”
“Yes.” The girl nodded. Then added, almost as an afterthought, “Spain.” Her voice sounded garrotted, as if it
hurt her to use it.
“Wetin you dey go abroad go do?”
“She dey go work. You wan’ go, too? You wan’ go abroad, too?”
The man walked up to where Chisom and the girl sat, inserting himself, incredibly, into the space between
their chairs. He brought out his handkerchief again and sighed as he wiped sweat off his neck. On the side of his
neck, Chisom noticed a tattoo: a small dark drawing of a hammer. This was what Sisi would remember as she
died. Dele and the tattoo on the side of his neck.
“If you wan’ comot from dis our nonsense country, come see me, make we talk,” he continued loudly, not
giving the girl a chance to say anything. He brought out a wallet from the front pocket of his shirt and drew a card
from it.
“Here. Take.”
He stretched out the hand with the card. Chisom took it out of politeness. She did not think she could take him
seriously. Who offered a total stranger the chance to go abroad? She put the gold-edged card in her purse.
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Chisom did not talk to the girl again, because she did not want to hear the man answer for her. His manner
irritated her, and she half wished she had been rude to him, refused to take the card. She would never use it
anyway.
When she got home that night and she had to eat gari and soup for the third day in a row, she thought nothing
of the man’s offer. The next day, when her father came home to announce that there were rumors of job cuts in the
civil service—“They’re likely to let me go. Twenty-four years and pfa, to go because I am not from Lagos
State!”—Chisom merely brought out the card and fingered it. Like she would something beautiful, a pair of silk
underwear, perhaps, and put it back in her purse. When she went to the toilet and found it broken and overrun
with squirmy maggots and a day’s load of waste—there was a citywide water shortage—she felt short of breath.
She needed to get out of the house. Go for a walk. A breath of fresh air. And even then she had no destination in
mind until she found herself at an office on Randle Avenue, standing at the address on the gold-edged card, which
she had somehow, without meaning to, memorized.
The office was large, with carpeting that yielded like quicksand under her feet and air-conditioning that kept
out Lagos’s oppressive heat, keeping her skin as fresh as if she had just taken an evening bath. He smiled at her as
if he’d been expecting her, which made Chisom wonder what she was doing there. Why had she come to see this
stranger with a leer on his face and folds of flesh under his chin?
In his office, Dele’s voice was not as loud as it had been in the salon. Perhaps, Chisom thought, the rug and the
air conditioner swallowed up the noise, so that when he spoke he did not sound loud. Or perhaps it was the sheer
distance put between them by the massive wooden table he sat behind, his stomach tucked neatly away from
sight.
“I dey get girls everywhere. Italy. Spain. I fit get you inside Belgium. Antwerp. I get plenty connections there.
Plenty, plenty!” He panted with the effort of talking. Hmph, hmph.A phone rang, and he picked up one of the
seven mobile phones on the table.
“Wrong one,” he muttered, and picked up another. He barked into it for a few minutes in rapid Yoruba and
hung up.
“Ah, these people just dey disturb me! ‘Oga Dde dis,’ ‘Oga Dele dat.’ Ah, to be big man no easy at all!” He
grunted and continued talking to Chisom.
“But I no dey do charity o. So it go cost you. Taty t’ousand euro it go cost you o.” He smiled. His gums the
black of smoked fish.
The amount spun in Chisom's head and almost knocked her out. Was this man serious?
“If I had that kind of owo, sir, I for no dey here. I for done buil’ house for my papa and my mama!” she
protested angrily. For that amount of money, she could not only buy a house for her parents, she could buy an
entire city. Why would she be desperate to leave the country if she could miss thirty thousand euros? It hurt her
head even to do the math of how much that would amount to in naira. Millions! The kind of money she only read
about in the papers, especially when there was a politician and a scandal involved. Was this man completely mad?
“Ah ah?” the man asked. “You tink say na one time you go pay? No be one time oo.”
He bit into a corncob, and Chisom watched him munch with his mouth open, his jaws working the corn like a
mini grinding machine.
“Na, when you get there, begin work, you go begin dey pay. Instailmental payment, we dey call am! Mont’ by
Mont’ you go dey pay me.”
He spoke through a mouthful, and she watched half-masticated corn and spittle splatter onto the table,
minuscule yellow and white grains that made her think of coarse gari. Why couldn’t the man eat properly? Did he
not grow up with a mother? She fixed her eyes on the clock above his head so that she did not have to see him
chew.
What was she doing here, by the way? What did she think Dele was going to do for her? Grant her a
miraculous consummation of a vision that even her father was losing faith in? Chisom picked up her handbag. She
ought to be going back home. There was nothing for her here. …
295.152 Excerpt from The Secret Lives Of Baba Segi’s Wives\fn{by Lola Shoneyin (1974- )} Ibadan, Oyo State,
Nigeria (F) 14
1
When Baba Segi awoke with a bellyache for the sixth day in a row, he knew it was time to do something
drastic about his fourth wife’s childlessness. He was sure the pain wasn’t caused by hunger or trapped gas; it was
from the build-up of months and months of worry.
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A grunt escaped from the woman lying next to him. He glanced sideways and saw that his leg had stapled Iya
Tope, his second wife, to the bed. He observed the jerky rise and fall of her bosom but he didn’t move to ease her
discomfort.
His thoughts returned to Bolanle and his stomach tightened again. Then and there, he decided to pay Teacher a
visit. He would get there at sunrise so Teacher would know it was no ordinary stop over.
As soon as his driver parked the pick-up truck by the gutter that circled Ayikara, Baba Segi flung open the
passenger door and re-inflated his large frame. Without a word or a backward glance at his driver, he dashed down
a narrow alleyway. If his eyes hadn’t been entirely fixed on Teacher’s shack, he might have noticed that his driver
had scrambled after him.
Baba Segi stepped aside to make room for the schoolchildren on their daily pilgrimage. These children went to
great pains to bid Teacher good morning, just to see him steam up the louvres with his response.
“God mourning,” the smoky-eyed sage hummed. The children waved happily and toddled off to school.
Baba Segi shook his head.
If their parents ever discovered that they had strayed from the dusty road that led to wisdom, stepped widelegged over spluttering gutters and shifted between random buildings, those children would be in grave trouble.
Teacher’s shack was in Ayikara and Ayikara was not a place for children.
It wasn’t a specific place but when you asked for directions, people looked away from their twirling wrists.
There were three reasons for this. First, absolutely no one wanted to admit to knowing where it was, in case their
neighbours were listening. Second, Ayikara didn’t have distinct boundaries. Last, Ayikara was more than four or
five parallel streets laced by lasciviousness: it was a spirit.
The dark buildings were full of women whose faces glowed under ultraviolet lights. These women lived for
other women’s men. They cooked for them. Drank with them. Fought over them. Fucked them. Nursed them.
Slapped them and loved them. And when the longing love caused made them ill, they surrendered their lives and
died for them.
Teacher’s shack, with its shiny glass windows and gleaming shot glasses, was sandwiched between two brothels. Mostly, the skimpily dressed women brought their clients to drink the shack-made whisky, but on certain
days they would get to the door and retrace their steps. These were the days when men glared at them through
squinted eyes—the days that men came to meet men, to talk about women and the evil that they did.
These meetings were not pre-arranged; they just happened when two or three men were gathered. They started
with one man lamenting his travails with a quarrelsome wife. As more men ducked through the doorframe, solutions were proffered: what worked wonders; what didn’t work; what was worth trying; and what, if the man
concerned wasn’t careful, would eventually kill him.
Every man had his say but Teacher always had the last word.
He was impressive; there was no doubt about it. Even as the men sat curling at the ears from the heat, enveloped by the miasma of both human and animal waste, Teacher would busy himself with his windows without
breaking a bead of sweat. Gradually his eyes would smoke up and become teary. Only then would he speak, and
only in the Queen’s English.
Baba Segi was first warned about Ayikara when he was a young apprentice but the cautioner was female and
unconvincing. Besides, he had just moved to Ibadan and his innocence had become a burden, the very kind
Ayikara women helped to relieve. Four wives and seven children on, he’d grown weary of the stench and his
visits had dwindled to once or twice a month. Still, these men had helped him through his darkest days.
Sixteen years before, when he was an impatient twentysix-year-old husband, Baba Segi had sat with Teacher and
two other men to discuss a predicament that was similar to the one he was in now.
He had been eager for his sick mother to see the fruit of his loins but his wife’s menstruation persisted. Teacher
had suggested that he visit a herbalist and Iya Segi had lapped up the dark green powder her husband sprinkled on
her palm. The medicine worked swiftly. Baba Segi cried with both grief and gladness at his mother’s burial, six
weeks after the birth of his daughter, Segi.
*
The door of the shack stood ajar so Baba Segi entered the small room. He frowned. It annoyed him that Bolanle was the reason he had come, when just two years before, he had boasted of his conquest: how Bolanle was tight
as a bottleneck, how he pounded her until she was cross-eyed; and how she took the length of his manhood on her
back—splayed out and submissive.
He didn’t quite know how he would tell the men that all his pounding had proved futile.
Inside the shack, Baba Segi was confronted with the same men who had pumped his hand when he first
announced his intentions to marry Bolanle. They were talking to Teacher at a table by the window so Baba Segi
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dragged a stool over and joined them. They asked him what had brought him there so early in the morning and he
told them of the agony that Bolanle’s barrenness caused him.
Teacher closed his eyes and shook his head while Olaopa, whose lips were perpetually browned from kola nut,
let out a long breath. Although he also had four wives, he couldn’t help remembering how the “educated wife”
affair had overshadowed his own libidinal feats. None of his wives knew which end of a pencil to set to paper.
“Baba Segi, I think you should drag her to a medicine man if she doesn’t follow you. You are the husband and
she is a mere wife, and the fourth one at that! If you drag her by the hair, she’ll follow you anywhere, I swear it!”
Atanda licked his forefinger and pointed it in the direction of his maker. Even as he pinched a half-smoked
stick of Captain Black from a tattered snuffbox, the expression on his face was unforgiving.
“Atanda! You want to land Baba Segi in jail? Who would dare to drag a graduate? When she opens her mouth
and English begins to pour from it like heated palm oil, the corporals will be so captivated, they will throw our
friend behind bars!” Olaopa was a retired police sergeant and he knew, more than anyone else, that domestic
violence was widely perceived as a waste of police resources.
“You are quite right, Olaopa.” Baba Segi saw right through him.
“Besides, these educated types were fed on cow’s milk. We, as you know, didn’t have that luxury. We suckled
our mothers’ breasts. If I lift my hand to her, the next thing I know, I could be conversing with Eledumare.
“No, we must never manhandle our women. Especially not someone like you, Olaopa, slight as you are.”
More men had ducked through the low doorframe, into the crowded room. Everyone chuckled.
“Yes, but whose wife’s belly is as flat as a pauper’s footstool? I may be slight but I get the job done.” Olaopa
was a sore loser.
“Thank you for returning our mouths to the matter at hand, my friend.”
Baba Segi thrust the back of his head in Olaopa’s direction and turned to the other men present. They stared
back at him with sympathy in their eyes. An old night guard scratched away at the print on his T-shirt. It said
“2001 is my year of increase”.
“Why are you running skelter-helter, Baba Segi?”
Teacher’s voice rang through the silence. The sunlight ripped through the torn mosquito net, hit a glass and
shone a halo on the wall near his head.
“You are running from post to pillar when the answer is there in front of your face. Since the woman is educated, she will only listen to people from the world she knows. The place to take her is the hospital.”
*
By the time Baba Segi arrived at his workshop, his shop assistants were waiting by the giant padlock. Their
greetings were met with a dismissive grunt and they swapped knowing glances. It was going to be one of those
days when Baba Segi would sit stone-faced in the back room with his head held up by his fist.
Baba Segi knew it, too. He sat at his desk, reached into a drawer and brought out the photograph Bolanle had
pressed into his palm the day they met. As he thumbed away the film of dust on it, he thought how much her
personality had changed, how she’d slowly lost her meekness and become full of quiet boldness, how discord had
followed her into his home and made his other wives restless.
He remembered the day when he first met her. She’d accompanied her friend, Yemisi, to his building materials
store. Yemisi did small building contracts for the married men she screwed; Baba Segi issued her the over-inflated invoices she requested, and the goods. It was all part of the business.
“Just double all the prices,” Yemisi urged.
Baba Segi had noted Bolanle’s embarrassment and was greatly relieved when Yemisi rushed outdoors to take a
call on her mobile phone. Within moments, she came back into the store and announced that she had urgent
business to attend to. Bolanle offered to wait for her in Baba Segi’s store.
After she left, there was a brief stillness and Baba Segi had taken the opportunity to let his eyes lick her
unpainted fingernails, her lean face, her dark, plump lips, and her eyes. Every blink was slow and comely. He
became suddenly aware that he was inhaling the air that came from her and she was swallowing his. The gods
have sent her to me, he thought as his eyes rested on Bolanle’s bosom.
“Now that you and your friend have finished university, are you going to marry a man who will look after
you?” he asked.
“When I find one,” she replied.
It didn’t seem like an opening for a middle-aged man with three wives and a home full of children, but he took
it as one. He watched as Bolanle dipped her hand into her bag and brought out a tattered novel.
“Am I not an entertaining host?” Bolanle snapped the book shut.
“Tell me when you alone will come this way again,” he whispered quietly. Bolanle fixed her eyes on the desk
between them.
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“Come tomorrow, come the day after. Anytime I see you again, I will know the gods have favoured me.” Even
he was surprised by his brazenness but he sensed her vulnerability.
“And will your wives not come and drive me out with a broom?”
“My wives do not visit my workplace. Your friend should have told you that. Why would they? They are taken
care of, they have no reason to trouble me.” Baba Segi felt an overwhelming urge to reach across the table and
touch her but he hid his fists under the desk.
That was how it started. She came the next day, and then the next, and then every weekday until he had to bask
in palm wine at weekends to make time pass quickly. He couldn’t wait to have her, to show her off as his own.
He wanted to be the envy of all his peers. True enough, many did not hide their resentment. They told him he
was a fool to marry a graduate, that she was only after his money, that she didn’t really love him and would leave
him for a younger, educated man, after she got what she came for.
Baba Segi laughed in their faces until eventually, they came to terms with their own inadequacies.
*
At five, Baba Segi called Taju, his driver, and told him to start the engine of the pick-up. His mind was made
up. He would speak to Bolanle that night. It was Tuesday and he would be spending the night with her anyway.
He flopped into the passenger’s seat and stroked his hairless chin all the way home.
Taju honked twice as he drove into the large compound. The entire household poured out of different rooms to
welcome their benefactor. Baba Segi’s three sons lay prostrate, their torsos curled upwards like mats rearing their
edges. The daughters knelt before him.
From the eldest child to the youngest, he called them by their names: Segi and Akin, a daughter before a son,
from his first wife; Tope, Afolake and Motun, three girls born eleven months apart, from the second; and Femi
and Kole, sons smugly birthed by Iya Femi, his third wife. Baba Segi looked lovingly into the faces of the older
children and pinched the cheeks of the younger ones. He made each child feel extraordinary.
Midway to the sitting room, Baba Segi paused at the bogus archway, as if it had suddenly occurred to him that
the children couldn’t have delivered themselves. Then, like he always did, he swung round and turned to his
wives. And with unabashed flirtatiousness, he greeted them:
“Iya Segi. Iya Lope. Iya Femi. Bolanle.”
Each woman curtsied, proud to be defined by her first-born child, except Bolanle, who was Iya to none.
The greetings done with, Baba Segi raised his arms so his agbada could be prised off by Iya Segi’s deft
fingers. She did the same with his buba and Baba Segi stumbled into the sitting area in his trousers and his vest,
his eyes leading the way to his luxurious armchair. He stood with his back to it and, as always, he collapsed into it
as if he had been struck by death. He tore at his watch and pulled it off his wrist.
Before he placed it on the wooden stool beside him, Iya Segi had put her hand out to receive it. He smiled the
way he always did.
“Iya Segi, wife of my youth. Would I have breath if I had not married you?” Iya Segi paused and turned to
him.
“May your breath be long, my lord. Where would I be if not for you?”
They were ritually joined in this reciprocal admiration until Iya Femi’s bogus coughing interrupted them. The
third wife could never stomach their display of old-fashioned affection. Besides, if any form of favouritism didn’t
involve her or her children, she was quick to register her disapproval.
Iya Segi brought a long wooden stool and placed it in front of her husband while her daughter, Segi, measuring
her every step, carried in a bowl of hand-washing water. After steeping his hands in the bowl, Baba Segi dried
them with the towel that was draped over his daughter’s arm. He pulled the stool towards his crotch and proceeded to demolish the mountain of amala, morsel by morsel, catching every string of ewedu that dripped down his
wrist with his tongue.
At the sound of a familiar melody, the children jostled for space in front of the TV and sang along to the theme
tune of Afowofa, their favourite soap opera:
Talaka nwa paki
Olowo nwon’resi
Igbi aye nyi o
Ko s’eni to m’ola
*
The impoverished search for cassava flour
While the rich consume rice by the measuring bowl
The tide of the earth turns
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No one knows tomorrow.
Like all good soap operas, it ended on a cliff-hanger that sent the children into a frenzy of cushion-slapping
and teeth-kissing. Baba Segi chuckled.
“Tope, Motun, Afolake, Femi, Kole,” he summoned, “come and share the tripe your father left on his plate for
you.”
The children assembled at his feet and tore at the tripe until they’d all wrenched a piece for themselves. Kole
swallowed his portion in one piece and started hankering for his sister’s.
“Iya Femi, Kole is as thin as an old man’s cane. Why are you not feeding my son?” There was far too much
concern in Baba Segi’s voice for anyone to take him seriously.
“I feed him but the food disappears as soon as it reaches his belly. That boy would eat this entire house if you
let him.”
“Then cook him this house. And when he has eaten that, serve him the neighbour’s too. My children must eat
their fill. It won’t do for them to look like beggars when their father works so hard to keep the skin of their bellies
taut. My Kole must grow big and strong so he can marry many wives and bear many children. Is that not so,
Kole?”
“Yes Baba. I want to be just like you!”
Everyone laughed at Kole’s precociousness so no one heard Iya Femi whisper “God forbid” under her breath.
Desperate to return to the centre of attention, Baba Segi leaned onto one buttock and let out an explosive fart.
The children looked at one another and giggled. Iya Segi, deadpan, inched towards him and asked if he needed
some cold water to calm his stomach. Iya Tope stared unblinking at the TV while Iya Femi pinched her nostrils
and turned her lips down at the corners.
Bolanle, who had been wishing away Baba Segi’s visit to her bedroom that night, shifted a little closer to Iya
Tope’s armchair. Iya Tope saw her and moved to the centre of her seat, as if to make room for the younger wife.
Iya Femi sneered at the gesture from across the room.
Only Baba Segi’s armchair faced the TV directly; his wives (except Bolanle who hadn’t earned her right to an
armchair) kept their seats at the angle their husband insisted on. Baba Segi liked to observe their facial expressions—how widely they smiled after watching comedy sketches, how many tears they shed when they were
gripped by agonising dramas.
The wives, knowing they were being watched, stared at the screen, never swivelling to look Baba Segi smack
in the face.
As the show came to an end, everyone prepared themselves for the last ritual of the evening: the communal
watching of the seven o’clock news.
Before the newscaster even opened her mouth, it was obvious that she was a little off balance. She blinked several times in quick succession and a lump moved up and down her throat as she spoke:
A forty-year-old man named by the police as James Jerome has been detained after the plastic
bag he was carrying was found to contain what medical experts have identified as three pre-term
foetuses.
In April, the police launched a nationwide appeal for any information on the spate of ritual
murders. In the last year alone, the bodies of eighteen women have been recovered, all with fatal
wounds to their pelvic region. The police are confident that Mr Jerome’s arrest will lead to the
arraignment of the entire gang. Mr Jerome used to work at the University College Hospital,
Ibadan, as a mortuary attendant.
Halfway into her final paragraph, a short clip of James Jerome on a bench, handcuffed and dabbing a head wound,
appeared on the screen. He didn’t look at all remorseful, just annoyed with himself.
Arranged on a piece of white cloth before him were three bloodstained fetuses—all head with scrawny little
bodies. They seemed to come alive each time a strong wind lifted flakes of dry blood.
Iya Segi yanked her head-tie off her head and flung it across the room yelling,
“Why? Why kill innocent children?”
Iya Tope gripped her belly as if she were experiencing labour pains and Iya Femi, who proclaimed Jesus as her
lord and saviour, didn’t sound at all like a believer. She pointed at the spot where James Jerome’s face had been
and cursed,
“May you not miss your way to Hell! May sleep possess you on the day Mercy is passing! May you leave your
front door open on the day Death is on the prowl!”
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The children huddled closer together and concluded that the news had induced maternal madness.
But their father too sat transfixed. Not caring that they might anger their mothers, the children looked to
Bolanle with pleading eyes. Bolanle’s lips trembled and a steady stream of tears trickled down her cheeks. After a
few minutes, she got up and fled the room.
Baba Segi felt his stomach growling and made to grab the bowl of hand-wash water. He missed the bowl
completely and covered the cream-coloured rug with his undigested supper. Iya Segi and Iya Tope ran to his side
and fluttered around him like harried hens. They lifted Baba Segi by his arms, guided him to his bedroom and
covered him with a light sheet, leaving Iya Femi to salvage the rug with soapy water and Dettol.
*
Later that night, Baba Segi staggered down the wide corridor that the wives’ bedrooms were cut from. Like he
always did, he caressed Iya Segi’s door on the right, touched the knob on Iya Tope’s door on the left. He listened
for voices at Iya Femi’s door and finally paused at the threshold of Bolanle’s room. He didn’t knock; he just
pushed the door open with his toe and brightened the room with the corridor light.
He wanted to see how much Bolanle had prepared herself for him. He wanted to know if she had covered her
nakedness with a cloth, like the other wives did, or if she was wearing those accursed pyjamas. His eyes caught
the pink sleeves so he let out a short, sharp breath through flared nostrils. He often wondered why a woman would
want to go to bed dressed like a man but he never mentioned it, lest he appeared uncivilised.
Bolanle sat up in bed. Pretending to be startled, she rubbed her eyes and turned to acknowledge the looming
silhouette by her bedroom door.
Baba Segi’s large form was curled inwards like a boxing glove. He reached for the door frame and rapped it
with his fingernails.
“Where did you read that a wife should leave the room when her husband is ailing?” he asked, as if Bolanle’s
education meant her every action was dictated by a manual.
He didn’t come in, nor did he close the door. He wanted every ghost that stalked the corridor to bear witness to
her unseemliness.
“Like everyone else, I was sickened by what I saw.” She threw her feet over the side of her bed and tightened a
wrapper over her pyjama top.
“What do you know about what you saw? A woman cannot know the weight of a child until she has carried
one in her womb.”
Bolanle was determined to deny him the pleasure of hurting her feelings. She lifted the bowl from her bedside
table and pushed it towards his face so he got a full view of the rich oxblood clay. Baba Segi glanced at the bowl
and winced. Bolanle threw a handful of nuts into her mouth to conceal her satisfaction. Baba Segi marched to her
side and flopped onto the bed.
“Tonight, I have come to talk, Bolanle.” His weight made the sprung mattress uneven.
“Yes, I have come to talk about the matter that threatens to turn us into enemies.”
“I am listening, Baba Segi. I do not want to be your enemy,” Bolanle said, relieved that sex wasn’t on the
cards.
“Your barrenness brings shame upon me. And I am sure that you, as well, are saddened by it. Every time I have
suggested that we consult herbalists and prophets, you have called them conmen and rubbished their powers.
Well”—he inhaled deeply and raised his eyebrows—“I have thought long and hard about it and I think we should
go to hospital to talk to a doctor.”
He paused, expecting Bolanle to reject his proposal but she just stared ahead, mindlessly throwing nuts into her
mouth.
“Tomorrow at 6 a.m., then.”
With this, he hoisted himself onto his feet using the bedpost for support and prayed that morning would wake
them well.
2
I didn’t just happen upon this room: I dreamt of the pale green walls before I arrived.
Now, the built-in wardrobe is mine and so is the ceiling fan. My window looks over a backyard with patchy
but neatly trimmed grass. Damp clothes flap in the evening breeze and perfume the air with detergent. On the
back wall, an iron drum is darkened from burnt refuse. A tap juts from the grass and a weathered concrete slab lies
beneath it. It is not a perfect view but it is mine.
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There are no flowers or trees, no fields, no rolling hills; just a vegetable patch where Iya Femi cultivates Jos
peppers. I know that smell well. My mother used to cut them into fried eggs whenever she fell pregnant. The
aroma from the frying pan would keep the rest of us on the cusp of a sneeze.
Then one day, as Mama sat in the front yard wrinkling her nose, the babies would leak down her leg. Who
could blame them? Maybe they heard her relentless nagging and decided that it was better to be born unformed. I
must have covered my ears when I was in her womb, or perhaps she was quieter then.
Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t only come here to get away from my mother; I came to escape the feeling of filth
that followed me. If I stayed at home, I knew the day would come when Mama would open my bedroom door and
find pools of blood at my wrists.
After everything happened, I tried hard to continue being myself but I slowly disappeared. I became Bolanle—
the soiled, damaged woman. Except that was hard too because Mama kept trying to make me do all the things the
old Bolanle would have done.
Don’t you think you should get a job, Bolanle?
Won’t you apply for this bank job in the newspapers, Bolanle?
Didn’t you see the handsome boy that was looking at you, Bolanle?
How could I tell her that I had failed to preserve my dignity? I was too ashamed to let her see the fickle shell
I’d become.
Inevitably, it became unbearable. The more she pushed, the more I resisted. I didn’t want a job! I didn’t want a
white wedding! I just wanted the war between who I used to be and who I’d become to end. I didn’t want to fight
any more.
Somehow, it all made perfect sense when I met Baba Segi. At last, I would be able to empty myself of my sorrow. I would be with a man who accepted me, one who didn’t ask questions or find my quietness unsettling. I
knew Baba Segi wouldn’t be like younger men who demanded explanations for the faraway look in my eye. Baba
Segi was content when I said nothing.
So, yes. I chose this home. Not for the monthly allowance, not for the lace skirt suits, and not for the coral
bracelets. Those things mean nothing to me. I chose this family to regain my life, to heal in anonymity.
And when you choose a family, you stay with them.
You stay with your husband even when your friends call him a polygamist ogre.
You stay with him when your mother says he’s an overfed orangutan.
You look at him in another light and see a large but kindly, generous soul.
After I first met him, I told my sister, Lara, that I’d found the perfect man for me.
“You want to marry a polygamist and be part of a big, ugly family? Mama will go crazy! When will you tell
her?” she cackled. She knew that for once it would be me on the receiving end of Mama’s exasperation.
“Soon,” I said.
Mama’s reaction was predictable. She listened impatiently to my intentions and then said she would like to
claw out the eyes of this man who had misled me.
“Just to hear him wail,” she added. When she saw that I was unmoved, she tried her unique brand of persuasion.
“Your future will be futile and uninteresting,” she said. “Polygamy is for gold-diggers and bush-dwellers, not
educated children brought up in a good Christian home.”
I thought this was funny because we’d never been churchgoers. Mama said it was shameful for a woman to go
to church without her husband and Daddy said Sundays were supposed to be days of rest, as the Bible itself
stipulated. By the time Mama was wailing about me embarrassing my bloodline, I was daydreaming about the
peace I would have in my husband’s house.
The day Baba Segi came to collect me, I scanned the bedroom I’d shared with my sister for twenty-one years:
the powdery fadedness of the aquamarine walls; the window with missing louvres and rusted frames; Lara’s
waist-beads, hanging from a nail above her bed; the small bookcase displaying my collection of Mills and Boon
novels. I would miss the comforting tales of syrupy romance that I immersed myself in. I knew I couldn’t take
them all so I picked out six.
Lara snorted in her sleep and I wondered what my nights would be like without the constancy of her breathing
or her sleep-talking. She fought Mama constantly in her nightmares. Whatever courtesies held her back during the
day were discarded at night-time.
It didn’t bother me that I wouldn’t have a tiered wedding cake, confetti, a veil or a highfalutin sermon from a
practised priest. I didn’t expect any nuggets of wisdom from my mother, no echoes of “look after our daughter”
from my father and certainly no mad dash for a final car-side embrace from Lara. Since I’d announced my depar606

ture date, Lara had withdrawn from me, as if I was a deserter. Every time she walked out of our bedroom, she
would shut the door firmly, not slamming it, as I knew she’d have wanted to.
After a brief vote of thanks, Baba Segi waited in the pickup with his driver. I put my bags in the back and sat
next to him. I must have looked uncertain as the vehicle picked up speed because Baba Segi turned to me with a
reassuring smile.
“Everyone is prepared for your arrival. Tonight you will sleep in your own bedroom.”
He ran his knuckles along my thigh. When I noticed that the driver’s eyes followed, I laid my knee flush
against the car seat. I knew there was something about that Taju fellow I wouldn’t like.
We dipped and dived along the rain-ravaged roads, jolted from side to side until we paused behind a battered
blue Mercedes at Agbowo Junction. My insides felt as if they had been stirred with a heavy wooden spoon. While
we waited for the traffic warden to wave us through, bread-sellers descended on the pick-up. Little fingers forcefed the car through the half-open window on the passenger side. I recoiled and leaned heavily on Baba Segi.
Every hand clutched a clear polythene bag containing a loaf of bread and a bright-coloured rectangular label:
God’s Will Bread.
Jesus’ Body Bread.
Home of Godliness Bread.
My Day of Miracle Bread.
Altar of Mercy Bread.
“Give my new wife one loaf each!” Baba Segi said.
The loaves dropped onto my lap and the tang of fermented dough rose to my nostrils. I resisted the urge to
shake them onto the foot mat. If Baba Segi knew me better, he’d realised how much I detested bread: the way it
clogged up the throat and hardened the belly. I wondered how much my new family would like it when I
appeared, arms laden with warm constipation. Baba Segi pushed 20-naira notes\fn{1₦ = $US 0.00502} into the
children’s palms and nodded Taju back onto the road.
“There are many things in this life to find joy in so you mustn’t be downcast. Give some thought to your husband.”
I forced a smile.
Motorcycles darted through the traffic and pumped fading clouds of smoke into our faces. Baba Segi fanned
his nostrils and belched. I looked away so I wouldn’t embarrass him. He wasn’t the most sophisticated man but
there was time. He wasn’t so old that he couldn’t change.
I told myself I would devote a few hours a night to teaching him good manners.
“We’ll be home soon.” Baba Segi took my left hand into both of his and leaned forward, eagerly setting his
eyes on the road ahead like a child.
“I am eager to meet my new family,” I said, but the words came out flat and feeble.
Taju smirked and cast me a mocking side-glance. I was right: I didn’t like him.
“I am eager for my body to meet yours,” Baba Segi whispered.
After a few more minutes of hand-stroking, we turned into a short driveway. There was a tarpaulin sheet
draped over four wooden poles. Three girls were playing ten/ten at the gate. They were dressed in smocks cut
from the same cheap, chequered fabric. Wisps of braided hair met atop their heads like clasped fingers. As soon as
they spotted the pick-up approaching, they jumped into the air and cheered.
Before long, more children had joined in the father-has-returned chant. An older boy appeared and pulled them
out of harm’s way.
The children couldn’t hide their disappointment when they saw me but Baba Segi didn’t appear to notice. He
puffed out his chest and told the children to welcome their new aunty. The girls curtsied brusquely and the boys
did hurried half-bows.
“Baba Segi, they are the very image of you,” I said to him.
“Who will leopard cubs resemble if not the leopard? Let us go indoors and meet the mother-of-the-home and
my other wives.” He slid a tinted glass door aside and there they were, his wives, lined up in a row, caught,
satisfying their curiosity.
I lowered myself onto my knees and greeted them.
Only the one wearing dowdy clothes bothered to open her mouth, quickly glancing at the other wives.
The large one rolled onto her toes and gave me a hair-to-shoe examination. I guessed that she was the motherof-the-home. She stood tall, hands on hips.
The wife with crimson lipstick wore three gold bangles that jiggled at her wrist. I’d never seen such a contrast
in skin colour. She might as well have been a zebra. While her forearms had a naturally deep hue, her knuckles
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were a sandy yellow. Purple veins rippled as she attacked a blackhead on her chin. She hummed a distant response
to my greeting.
They would need lessons in etiquette, too.
I perched on a stool while the wives sat in large armchairs. The children shuffled around the room and whispered amongst themselves. To ease the uncomfortable silence, I told the wife with two-tone skin how gorgeous
her skirt and blouse were. The fabric was 100 per cent linen, embroidered with small violets. Even the buttons
were shaped like flower buds.
“Uneducated women wear good things too,” she retorted.
I’d have to start by showing them how to take compliments gracefully.
To take my mind off the awkwardness, I looked outside through the tinted glass doors. At that moment, a
blazing sunray struck the darkened glass and filtered into the room through a small chip. The chip broke the beam
with its jagged edges and scattered embers all over the room. One landed on my foot like a fallen firefly. Then, the
sun crept behind a cloud and everything dissolved into hot air. But the chip remained, secretly concealing its
radiance behind the small crack, shaped like the tick of a tentative hand.
I took it as a sign. I was home.
“Will you women gape at my new wife until I starve to death?” Baba Segi asked.
“Not in this lifetime, my lord.”
The eldest wife, Iya Segi, moved quickly for one so generously proportioned. The floor shuddered with her
every step. The other wives scurried after her.
*
Looking back, now that two years have passed, I realise how naïve I was to expect a warmer welcome. I was
foolish to think I would just be an insignificant addition when, in reality, I was coming to take away from them.
With my arrival, 2.33 nights with Baba Segi became 1.75. His affections, already thinly divided, now had to be
spread amongst four instead of three.
The women have not changed. Iya Tope is still cordial, even kind when I am alone in the house with her. She
doesn’t say much except when she’s talking about hair. Her eyeballs bounce around in their sockets and she uses
her fingers to draw the hairstyles in thin air. I often ask her to describe them again, just to hear a friendly voice
that belongs to another grown woman.
The other two are a different story: they have not forgiven me for the affection Baba Segi has for me. Iya Segi
and Iya Femi still shout, hiss and spit. They sweep the floor, all the time singing satirical songs to ridicule me.
But it’s not their fault that they are so uncouth. Living with them has taught me the value of education, of enlightenment. I have seen the dark side of illiteracy. So deep-seated is their disdain for my university degree that
they smear my books with palm oil and hide them under the kitchen cupboards. I have often found missing pages
from my novels in the dustbin, the words scribbled over with charcoal.
It is not as if I haven’t tried. I offered to teach the wives to read. Iya Tope was keen to learn but then I found
Iya Femi tearing out sheets from the exercise books to line the kitchen cupboards. When I reminded her why I’d
bought them, she said I could crawl into the cabinets and teach the insects if I still wanted the exercise books to
serve that purpose.
I have tried to help the children, too. I once told them to assemble in the dining room every evening so I could
read to them. Only Iya Tope’s daughters turned up the first day. The next morning, Iya Segi told me not to be in a
hurry, that I should wait until I have my own children if I was so eager to become a teacher.
Such is the extent to which they conceal their yearning for knowledge. They try to throw me off by pretending
their coarseness is a thing of pride but I see through the subterfuge. I will not give up on them. I will bring light to
their darkness.
The children mostly follow the examples that their mothers set them. Iya Femi’s sons will not sit on a chair I
have vacated. When I walk past them in the corridor, they turn to the wall and flatten themselves against it. No
matter how many times I offer them sweets, they treat me as if I have a contagious disease.
I can only wonder what their mother has filled their young ears with.
Iya Tope’s girls are polite but distant. Sometimes, they bring my meals to my bedroom door. I know their
footsteps. They shuffle around the house together, arm in arm like conjoined triplets.
Iya Segi has two children. The eldest, Segi, is fifteen. She is a dutiful sister to her siblings but I think she is
afraid that I have come to take her place. I see her anger when I offer to help the other children with homework.
She doesn’t speak to me but I often see her shadow by the door. It is a wonder that she hasn’t told Iya Segi that
Akin, her brother, comes to my room when he needs help with his school work.
Akin is my favourite. He knocks before he enters my room. He comes to help me if I have heavy bags. As he
does with all the other wives, he greets me before I greet him.
608

I tell him he was born with decorum. When he asks what decorum means, I tell him to look it up in the
dictionary. He does and thanks me the next day.
One day, they will all love me. I will buy their affection with the money Baba Segi gives me if I have to! I will
bring chocolate home for the little ones. I will buy Akin a brand-new satchel and get Segi one of those velvet hair
bands to harness that wild mane of hers. I will be a big sister to her. I will tell her everything I know about the
world outside so she doesn’t make the mistakes I made.
One day, they will all accept me as a member of this family.
One day, I will have a child of my own and everything will fall into its place. My husband will delight in me
again, the way he did before my barrenness ate away at his affection.
3
Baba Segi yelled frantically as he scrambled down the corridor to Bolanle’s room.
“Iya Segi! Help me! I can’t find Bolanle! We were supposed to go to hospital today! Where is she?”
“What have you lost, Baba Segi?” Iya Segi flung her room door open.
“It’s Bolanle! She’s gone! She must have run away in the middle of the night. All the money I have spent on
her is wasted. My graduate is gone!” One leg was in his trousers; the other was caught in the waistband so he was
hopping along, sweat dripping from his bare chest.
“Have you looked in her bedroom?” Iya Segi tried to join in the panic but her words came out' too slowly, too
comfortably.
“I have looked everywhere!”
“These educated girls. They take your money and they abandon you. After all you have done for her? What a
wretch! She has run off to another man, no doubt!”
“Baba, she’s here, asleep in the living room.” Segi leaned into the corridor with soapsuds all the way up to her
elbows.
“Where? Let me see for myself! Bolanle! Bolanle!” Baba Segi hopped into the living room and his eyes fell on
Bolanle, who was lying in Iya Tope’s armchair with her eyes closed.
By now, the other wives too had gathered at the mouth of the corridor and were trying to make sense of the furore. They watched Baba Segi grab Bolanle by the shoulders and shake her.
“She is here! Alive! Thank the gods,” he exclaimed. Iya Segi retraced her steps to her room without making a
sound.
“I am awake now,” Bolanle gasped so Baba Segi wouldn’t crease the pink stripes on her shoulder-pads.
Iya Femi flicked on the lights and for the first time, Baba Segi caught a glimpse of Bolanle. She had clearly
been extra careful in applying her make-up. Her eyebrows were pencilled in so they were symmetrical, not like
the slapdash jagged lines Iya Femi sketched on her face. She had lined her lips with burgundy and used the tip of
her little finger to apply a sheer coat of gold to their fullness. Her toes were edged into a pair of fuchsia slip-ons.
Baba’s hands shot upwards as if the pink stripes were hot iron rods. Without another word, he stood up straight
and marched to his bedroom. Iya Tope too returned to her bedroom but Iya Femi rushed after Segi, wanting to
hear every detail. Bolanle smoothed back her hair.
At six o’clock, Taju rapped on the metal doorframe. Bolanle had fallen asleep again. The rapping grew louder
until Iya Femi barged in from the kitchen, making as much noise as she could with the keys.
“I don’t know how some people sleep as if they are dead!” She tightened her wrapper over her bosom.
“Let me open the door for you, Mr. Taju. Some people do not know that you are a baale-ile, head of your own
household.”
“Thank you, Iya Femi. Good morning. I hope you woke well.”
“Let us just say that we woke and leave it at that.” She shot a sweeping side glance in Bolanle’s direction.
“What about you?” The padlock came off and then the chain.
“Who would see your face and not wake well anyway?” Taju lowered his voice to a whisper and hummed his
appreciation of Iya Femi’s bare skin, glistening from the morning humidity.
“Mr. Taju, one would think you had not just prised your body from your wife’s embrace. Anyway, it is good
that you have come on time. I think Baba Segi wants to leave early this morning.” Iya Femi walked back into the
sitting room with Taju close behind her.
Taju had only ever been late once, about a year before, when he’d arrived with his shirt slung over his left
shoulder and nail marks across his forehead. Ejecting a toothpick from between his teeth and pushing it into his
Afro, he claimed that he’d beaten his wife senseless for letting his only son suck on a coin.
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This happened about a week after a male senator slapped a female colleague. The slap had resonated through
all the quiet meeting rooms of the senate building and into the heart of every man on the street. It seemed to awaken a loosely fettered beast.
Of course, the male senator blamed the devil for his actions and the two senators were soon seen embracing on
national television.
The same could not be said for the man on the street. Men were slapping their womenfolk as if it had become a
national sport. At every street corner, disgruntled wives swung suitcases onto their heads, hoping to be persuaded
to return home. At the market place, the Igbo fabric merchants tugged women roughly by the sleeve. Peeved taxi
drivers prodded the heads of mothers who bargained with them; young girls were assaulted and stripped naked in
the streets.
Even in the labour wards baby girls were frowned upon by their fathers. Taju too was inspired to throw his best
punch.
When Baba Segi finally summoned Bolanle, she was fast asleep, dreaming of Segun, a boy from her past. It
was the same dream she always had. He was standing in the middle of a busy dance floor beckoning to her. She’d
start making her way towards him but then he’d reach into his breast pocket and throw a fistful of small golden
nuggets high into the air. Suddenly, all the women in the disco would abandon their partners for Segun’s side and
Bolanle would then be left standing there, unable to make out his physique underneath the mountain of miniskirts
and low-cut tops.
“We must be there by six fifty!” Baba Segi opened the door slightly, rammed his words in and disappeared.
Before Bolanle could finish fastening the buckles on her sandals, she heard the front door slam shut. Baba Segi
was talking to Taju through the open window of the pick-up when she finally caught up with him.
“Get in,” he ordered, barely giving her enough room to press through.
“Next to Mr Taju?”
“If you don’t want to sit next to me, you can sit in the back. Only the wind is uncomfortably cool at this time
of the morning,” Taju retorted.
Baba Segi looked at Taju and grinned. Bolanle might have been going to the hospital dressed like a graduate,
but his driver could still put her in her place. As Bolanle squeezed between the two men, Baba Segi plotted ways
in which he could keep her in the shadows, ways to keep her made-up face out of the daylight. He was determined
to render her efforts useless.
As they approached the end of their street, the night guard saluted. He ordered them to wait and reached
beyond the front tyres to remove a plank that was riddled with long rusty nails. He raised the metal bar, a deterrent
to the armed robbers who used to terrorise the neighbourhood.
Baba Segi took a 50-naira note from a black leather pouch and thrust it into the night guard’s hand. The guard
took off his hat and waved.
They made their way towards Sango Road with the metal rails attached to the pick-up rattling behind them.
Taju knew the road well and navigated with the precision of a wasp. He skimmed the rims of the large potholes,
throwing his passengers within an inch of their seats.
The minute they turned into Sango Road, they spotted policemen. One of them was putting out the flames on
kerosene-filled cans that lit up their makeshift checkpoints. Two more policemen were emptying out the night’s
takings from their pockets and exchanging swigs from a portable bottle of Napoleon Chevalier. Their guns lay on
the ground swaddled by black raincoats. When the policeman blowing out flames saw them approaching, he put
down the lamp he was holding and raised his baton.
“Hol’ it!” he yelled.
He didn’t lower his baton or open his eyes until the pick-up’s bonnet was within half a yard of his worn black
trousers.
“Where are you going this early morning? Are you crimina’s?”
He peered at them through the passenger window. His eyes softened briefly when they fell on Bolanle but
when she didn’t engage his gaze, he resumed his interrogation.
“Who are you? Identify yourse’fs!”
“Sergeant, I am Mr. Ishola Alao. We are going to UCH.”\fn{University College Hospital} Baba Segi smiled
sheep-ishly as his hand crept towards his black pouch.
“Who is sick?” the policeman enquired, feigning interest. He had spotted the bulging pouch and the tentative
journey Baba Segi’s hand was making towards it. Both Baba Segi and Taju looked at Bolanle but the policeman’s
eyes were squarely fixed on the blue 5o-naira note edging towards his open palm.
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He looked in the direction of his colleagues. When he was certain they were still bent over their raincoats, he
shoved his crotch into the passenger window and stuffed the note into it. His zip was within two inches of Baba
Segi's face.
“Drive!” the policeman commanded, swooping on the taxi behind them.
When the policemen were out of sight, Baba Segi leaned out of the car and spat into a large pothole. There was
no food in his belly yet he still had to empty himself. Bolanle glanced at him but he rejected her concern and
wiped his lips with the back of his hand.
Baba Segi could never keep things in. He was open-ended. His senses were directly connected to his gut and
anything that didn’t agree with him had a way of accelerating his digestive system. Bad smells, bad news and the
sight of anything vaguely repulsive had an expulsive effect: what went in through his mouth recently shot out
through his mouth, and what was already settled in his belly sped through his intestines and out of his rear end.
Only after clearing his digestive system could Baba Segi regain his calm. Once when his shop assistants came
to tell him that his shop had been burgled, he listened attentively and watched as they read out the list of what had
been stolen. After a while, he tensed his buttocks and strode to the toilet. Minutes later, he reappeared, all worry
gone from his face.
“All I can say is that what has happened has happened,” he said. This was not the philosophical response the
perplexed employees expected; they exchanged meaningful looks and wondered if Baba Segi was still suffering
from shock.
Bolanle hugged her elbows.
Taju had discovered a new method of rankling her. Every time he changed gear, he leaned his arm close to her
breast.
In the distance, an old train snorted and let out a gasp before it commenced its daily chugging. Sango Road
was waking up. Minibus drivers were starting up their vehicles and spilling out of the overcrowded motor parks.
Women with sleeping babies on their backs swept out their marketplace stalls and tut-tutted at the sight of
cigarette butts and broken bottles, leftovers of the night’s revelry.
The University College Hospital—or UCH as it was known—had a horrible reputation. The lack of government funding, coupled with the misappropriation of the little the hospital generated, had left the buildings dilapidated. Crucial medical tests were rationed and the doctors refused to treat patients who hadn’t brought their own
medicine. The only reason people went there rather than to the thousands of back-alley clinics was that they could
be sure the doctors had proper medical degrees.
Bolanle knew they were close as soon as she saw the palm trees that lined the main entrance and shielded
early-morning mourners from the sun’s unyielding rays. There were always tears at the gate because it was here
that the news of death was passed on to broken-hearted family members: here, there was no risk of them throwing
themselves over the hospital’s many balconies.
Besides this, the main gate was an awkward place to make a scene. There were too many people wrapped up in
their own problems so the mourners sat on big round boulders and wept silently.
“Where can I park?” Taju asked one of the security guards positioned around the gates to enforce organised
grieving.
“Do I look like a parking attendant?” barked the man as he walked away.
“Sorry. I thought you were here to work. I didn’t realise this was your father’s living room,” Taju hissed as he
drove off, tyres screeching. Before the guard could turn and wag a finger, they were negotiating the roundabout in
front of the main building.
They must have driven around for ten minutes in search of a parking space before Baba Segi finally suggested
that Taju let them out.
“There is a space there, sir,” Taju said, pointing at an empty spot under a sign that said Mortuary.
“Are you sure you want to park there?”
“No problem, sir. I will stay here in the car. Nothing will happen.”
Taju beat his chest as if he had dominion over the ghosts that lay beyond the big gray door, and whatever
mischief they might have in mind.
“Well, at least we know where to find you. We shouldn’t be too long.”
“Go well, sir.”
Taju ignored Bolanle. He ruffled his hair for a toothpick and inserted it between his teeth.
When Bolanle and Baba Segi reached the top of the first flight of stairs, the landing opened up into a long
corridor that stretched out in both directions. Baba Segi glimpsed a figure in a white coat and ran to him.
“Doctor! Doctor! I need somebody to help me. It is my wife’s womb—“ he panted.
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The medic surveyed Bolanle’s waistline and enquired if she was in labour.
“No,” Bolanle replied. Before Baba Segi could further humiliate her, she added calmly,
“We are here to seek medical advice.”
“I see,” the doctor said nodding. “Is this your first time at UCH?”
“I have never had reason to come here before, Ogun bears witness,” Baba Segi blurted. Addressing Bolanle,
the doctor gave them directions.
“You’ll need to go to the General Outpatients Department. Go to the end of this corridor and turn left, down
the stairs, go to the end of that corridor and you should see a big sign that says General Outpatients. It’s written in
blue. You can’t miss it.” Furious at the way the doctor stared at his wife, Baba Segi grabbed Bolanle by the elbow.
“Go your way! We’ll find it ourselves!”
The astonished doctor watched Baba Segi drag Bolanle off in the wrong direction. After a few steps, Bolanle
snatched her arm from his grip and led the way. Each time they walked past a hospital clock, Baba Segi would tap
the face of his watch and frown in bewilderment. Soon, they approached the sign that read General Outpatients
Dept (GOD).
“The clocks have stopped, Baba Segi. It is not a miracle. Neither is it magic. The clocks have simply stopped.”
Baba Segi looked at his watch one last time and lowered his arms to his side. A doctor was perched on the edge
of a table in front. He turned linked fingers out above his head and yawned. Opposite him, a nurse sat up-right on
a plastic chair. The doctor yawned again and only made to cover his mouth as his lips were closing. One arm of
his glasses was held in place with a plaster and his beard was dishevelled.
“So you are going home to sleep all by yourself?”
The nurse placed her arms underneath her breasts so they jutted out. Her uniform was crisp and angelic. They
both turned when a well-dressed young woman approached, trailed by a huffing middle-aged man. The doctor
scratched his head and headed back to his consultation cubicle.
“Can I help you?” The nurse’s tone was friendly despite her small frown. There were voices in the background—aother doctors holding consultations with their patients.
“Sister, it is this wife of mine who needs your help,” Baba Segi said.
“What is your name?” The nurse brought out a fresh pink folder from the desk she rested on.
“Bolanle Alao,” Baba Segi replied.
“Date of birth?” The nurse looked at Bolanle strangely.
“19 January, 1976!” Baba Segi blurted again.
“Sir, is there a reason why she cannot answer herself? Is she deaf?” The questions were directed at Baba Segi
but the nurse looked past him at Bolanle.
“I am her husband.”
“That doesn't mean anything to us here, sir. We want to hear from the patient. How old are you now?” Bolanle
moved towards the edge of a blue plastic chair and whispered,
“Twenty-five.”
“And what brings you here today?” Bolanle knew what Baba Segi wanted to hear.
“I am barren.”
“Is this your first visit to a hospital about this matter or were you referred?”
“This is my first visit.”
“Address?”
“1 Saibu Street, Sango.”
“Religion?”
“Christian.”
“Level of education?”
“BA. University graduate.” The nurse’s eyes shot up in surprise and then glanced briefly at Baba Segi.
“Next of kin?”
*
For a moment, Bolanle went blank. All her life it had been her mother—the one person who would drop everything and run to her aid. Bolanle remembered the last conversation they had before she left for Baba Segi’s house.
“Have you lost your brain? After I scraped my salary together, month after month, to put you and your sister
through university, you want to betray me?” her mother asked.
It was four o’clock in the morning and she was due to move to Baba Segi’s house later that day.
“Mama, I am doing what is best for me.”
Bolanle had rehearsed her answer.
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“Is that what this is all about? Is it the prospect of stuffing fat into your mouth that has led you into this? If that
is so Bolanle, remember all the days that I slaved for you. Cast your mind back to all that I deprived myself of, for
you and your sister! Have you not learnt anything from the words that have fallen from my mouth all these years?
Is your back broken that you cannot sow what you seek to reap from this man’s table?”
“I’m doing what is best for me, Mama.”
*
“Please write Mr. Ishola Alao!” Baba Segi shouted now. “I am her next of kin. You should have stayed in your
father’s house if you wanted your mother to be your next of kin!”
Bolanle raised a palm to her mouth to prevent any more words from flying out; she hadn’t realised she’d said
her mother’s name. The nurse drew a line across what she’d written and started over. Her writing was swift yet
leisurely, clear with no sharp angles. She handed the empty folder to Bolanle.
“Go to cubicle five.” She pointed to the empty cubicle even though the number 5 was emblazoned on a white
A4 sheet and tacked to the door. Baba Segi kept his eye on the pink folder.
“Hold it tight,” he mumbled.
The doctor's eyes were bloodshot but they responded to every sound in the room. As soon as the couple walked
in, he stood up to take the pink folder from Bolanle and offered them the seats on the other side of the table.
“I am Dr. Usman. My job is to try to understand the nature of your ailment so I can refer you to one of our specialists.”
“You mean we wasted our time coming here? Why can we not go straight to the special—special doctor? We—
I am a very busy man, you know. And this is a very serious matter!”
Baba Segi had jumped to his feet.
Bolanle put a hand to her face and kneaded her eyebrows with her fingertips. The doctor spotted it. She tugged
at Baba Segi’s sleeve but he threw off her hand. Dr. Usman spotted that too. Baba Segi slowly sat down, in his
own time.
The doctor wanted so badly to roll his eyes that he had to raise his eyebrows to stop himself. He didn’t want to
appear condescending, if only for the sake of the young woman sitting opposite him.
“I’m sorry, sir, but unfortunately, no specialist in this hospital will see you unless you’ve seen us first. That is
why we are here and that is the way things work.”
Baba Segi folded his arms and rocked on his seat, all the time mumbling.
“I presume you are husband and wife?” the doctor enquired, preparing to scrawl across a blank sheet of paper.
A fist moved to Baba Segi’s waist.
“Yes. She is my wife.”
“Very good. So, Mrs Alao—?”
“Yes?” Bolanle responded tentatively. No one had ever called her that before.
“How long have you been married?”
“Nearly three years,” Baba Segi replied.
“Bolanle, how old were you when you started menstruating?”
“I was thirteen.”
“And how long do you normally menstruate for? How many days each month, I mean?”
“Four to five days.”
“Heavy? Light?” Baba Segi couldn’t hold back.
“Do you not know that you are talking to another man’s wife? All these questions you are asking are meaningless. She is barren—”
“Mr. Alao, I am conducting a medical investigation on my patient. The only reason you are allowed to be here
is that she has permitted it.” He shot Bolanle a sympathetic look.
“If you cannot conduct yourself properly, I will have to ask you to leave.”
“Just remember that she is somebody’s wife.”
“Now, I was asking about your—”
“They are always heavy,” Bolanle replied.
“Very good. And are they painful?”
“No, not at all.”
“Good. Do you and your husband have regular coitus?”
“What is the meaning of coitus? Don’t think the two of you can bamboozle me because I did not go to university!” Baba Segi said. Bolanle smiled wryly and shook her head.
“I was asking Mrs. Alao how frequently you have sexual relations.”
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“She gets her ration on Tuesdays, and sometimes she gets an extra day. No less, no more than any of my other
wives. It is her womb that is not working.”
“Co-i-tus, once a week.” The doctor pronounced each syllable then looked long and hard at Baba Segi to
emphasise that his embellishment was neither required nor helpful.
“So, there are other wives. And you are wife number—?”
“She is number four.” Baba Segi held up four fat fingers. “Number four!”
“I take it there are other children? I know it is bad luck to say how many but perhaps you could tell me roughly
how many children you have.”
“You dare to call my children rough?”
“No sir, I mean approximately. An estimate. How many? Over fifteen? Over ten? Over five?” Dr. Usman exhaled sharply.
“Many more than five.”
“But fewer than ten?”
“I would have had more than ten now if this woman’s womb was not hostile to my seed.”
The doctor leaned back into the old leather seat. The fabric was cracking like shattered glass.
“Mrs. Alao, how long have you been sexually active?”
Silence. Bolanle’s mind reeled. Did false starts count? Or was he referring to consensual sex?
“Mrs. Alao, when did you have your first sexual encounter?” the doctor asked again.
“I was … I was … the first? I was fifteen and eight months, four months before my sixteenth birthday.”
“Ah!” Baba Segi placed both palms on the top of his head and began to hum at an unsettling pitch.
Dr. Usman threw his pen on the folder and tightened his brow.
“Listen, Mr. Alao, you are obstructing this consultation. Plus, I believe you are … intimidating my patient.”
“Your patient?” Baba Segi sneered. “She is my wife. I am the one who has married her. Why should you
care?”
Dr. Usman often had to ask mothers, husbands, sisters to wait outside the cubicle so he picked up the receiver
of the phone and made to press a red button.
“I’m afraid I am going to invite security to—”
“Please, doctor, let us continue.”
It wasn’t so much the sound of Bolanle’s voice but the volume that made Dr. Usman replace the receiver.
“As you please, Mrs. Alao. Now, have you ever been pregnant?”
Baba Segi turned his entire belly towards Bolanle. A nerve shuddered down his leg and set his right foot in
motion, making the sole of his slipper slap the linoleum flooring.
“Yes,” Bolanle said. The slipper-slapping stopped abruptly. The doctor continued,
“How many times?”
“Once. The pregnancy was terminated.” Bolanle stared ahead.
“Can you tell me where the procedure took place?”
“I don’t remember. It was done by a nurse, somewhere near Mokola. I don’t remember.”
Dr. Usman braced himself when Baba Segi raised his hand; he thought he was going to strike his wife but
instead, the older man opened his mouth and bawled, “Where is your toilet?” over and over again. Dr. Usman
shovelled him out of the cubicle and in the direction of the men’s room.
Back in the cubicle, Bolanle rummaged through her handbag and Dr. Usman pretended to read over his notes.
Eventually, Baba Segi pushed the cubicle door open. He looked subdued and the strain was gone from his face.
“I will be in the pick-up,” he whispered. “Doctor, when you buy guavas in the marketplace, you cannot open
every single one to check for rottenness. And where you find rottenness, you do not always throw away the guava.
You bite around the rot and hope that it will quench your craving.”
“Mr. Alao, it is admirable that you have taken this attitude because this is by no means the end. We are hardly
at the beginning. There is a lot to be done before you can even conclude that the ‘guava is rotten’. There are tests
we must do.” Strangely, Dr Usman’s heart went out to Baba Segi who looked like he had been struck with a big
whip.
“Tell her what she must do next.”
With that, he waddled out of the door and let it close by itself. The hem of his trousers mopped the length of
the corridor.
“Mrs. Alao, I don’t want you to worry,” the doctor reassured Bolanle. “We haven’t seen anything conclusive
yet. We haven’t even looked. But bearing in mind all you have told me, I have a few suggestions that might bring
us closer to a diagnosis.
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“You will need to have a pelvic ultrasound. There is always the risk of damage to the wall of the womb if the
procedure isn’t done by a qualified surgeon. This often leads to fibrosis—adhesions on the wall of the womb. As
you can imagine, a scarred womb is not conducive to foetal development.
“Dr. Dibia is the gynaecologist you will see. His clinics are on Mondays. I will give you a referral letter which
you must take to the O & G\fn{Obstetrics and Gynecology} department on your way out of here. They will check his
timetable and book you in.
“When you return, be sure to bring the results of your pelvic ultrasound with you. You’ll also need to do these
blood tests. Bring those results as well.” He glanced up from his form-filling to find Bolanle absent-mindedly
pressing a pimple on her face.
“Mrs. Alao, there is no reason to be worried.”
“'I’m not. I am listening to every word you are saying.”
“Good. Are you going to be all right? Your husband seemed a little agitated. Is there somewhere you can go?”
“I’ll be fine. What more can he do to me? He can’t humiliate me any more than he has done already. His other
wives can’t be any more hostile to me. He is my husband and I will return to his house.”
“The environment you have described does not sound very healthy to—“ Bolanle didn’t let him finish.
“It is good that he has heard the things I said today. Perhaps they should have been said before. The world
turns and we do too, within it. Who can say what sins pursue us?” She took the referral letter and the test request
forms from the table.
“Thank you, Doctor.”
Back at the car park, Taju could see that his boss was not in the mood for talking and he couldn’t help but
wonder why he was carrying the stench of loosened bowels. Bolanle, on her part, approached the vehicle with
peace in her eyes.
“Take us home!” Baba Segi barked.
“I would like to be dropped off at Awolowo Road junction so I can visit my parents.”
“Then we will take you to your father’s gate.”
“I think it would be better if you went home to change first.”
Baba Segi looked at his trousers and shifted to the middle seat. He reasoned that it would be less irksome if he
sat in the middle as opposed to sitting by the door. He didn’t want to have to stand up to let Bolanle out.
Bolanle pointed her nose outside the window for fresh air. They drove past Sango and stopped at Awolowo
junction. As always, there were girls standing under the tree, hoping to flag down a taxi. No one wanted to brave
the sun and trudge to the taxi rank.
Bolanle reached for the handle. Not caring that Taju was listening, she turned to Baba Segi, one foot firmly
placed on the cobbled pavement.
“We are to go back next Monday. Our appointment is at 10 a.m. and we’ll be seeing a different doctor.” She
flashed the appointment card and the test requests.
“When will you be back home?” It was still too early for him to return to anything related to doctors and
hospitals.
“In the evening, probably around six.”
“Do not be late for family time!” …
298.9 Excerpt from I Do Not Come To You By Chance\fn{by Adaobi Tricia Obinne Nwaubani (1976- )} Enugu, Enugu
State, Nigeria (F) 10
1
My taste buds had been hearing the smell of my mother’s cooking and my stomach had started talking. Finally,
she called out from the kitchen and my siblings rushed in to fetch their meals.
Being the opera\fn{The eldest son} of the family, I was entitled to certain privileges. As first son, I sat at the
dining table and waited. My mother soon appeared carrying a broad plastic tray with an enamel bowl of water, a
flat aluminium plate of garri, and a dainty ceramic bowl of egusi soup.
I washed my hands and began to eat slowly. The soup should have been a thick concoction of ukazi leaves,
chunks of dried fish and boiled meat, red palm oil, maggi cubes—all boiled together until they formed a juicy
paste. But what I had in front of me were a midget-sized piece of meat, bits of vegetable, and random specks of
egusi, floating around in a thin fluid that looked like a polluted stream.
The piece of meat looked up at me and laughed.
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I would have laughed back but there was nothing funny about the situation at all. My mother was not a novice
in the kitchen. This pitiful presentation was a reflection of the circumstances in our home. Life was hard. Times
were bad. Things had not always been like this.
*
After her Clothing and Textile degree, my mother had traveled to the United Kingdom with my father. They re turned armed with master’s degrees. He was posted to the Ministry of Works and Transport in Umuahia; she
acquired a sizeable tailoring shop that still stood at the exact same spot where it had been founded all those years
ago. My father’s earnings alone had been more than enough, but years of rising inflation without corresponding
increase in civil servant wages had gradually rendered the amount insignificant.
Then came my father’s diagnosis. For a poorly paid civil servant to get caught up in an affliction like diabetes
was the very height of ambitious misfortune. The expenditure on his tablets and insulin alone was enough for the
upkeep of another grown child. And since his special diet banned him from large quantities of the high-carbohydrate staple foods in our part of the world, he was now constrained to healthier, less affordable alternatives.
The little income from the tailoring shop plus my father’s pension were what we were now surviving on.
*
My mother reappeared at the dining table, laden with another tray, which had my father’s melancholic lunch on
it. The front of her dress was stained with the sticky, black fluid from the unripe plantains that she had used to
make her husband’s porridge. She arranged the tray at the head of the table and sat in her place next to his.
“Paulinus, come and eat,” she called out.
My father stood up from his favorite armchair. He shuffled to the dining table, bringing with him the combined
odor of medication and illness and age.
My siblings joined us. Charity sat between me and my mother on my right; Godfrey and Eugene sat to my left.
The noise of tongues sucking, teeth chomping, and throats swallowing soon floated about in the air like ghosts.
My father’s voice joined in.
“Augustina, I need a little bit more salt.”
My mother considered his request for a while. Because he also suffered from high blood pressure, every day
she reduced the quantity of salt she added to his food, hoping that he would not notice.
Reluctantly, she succumbed.
“Odinkemmelu,” she called out.
There was no reply.
“Odinkemmelu!”
Silence was the answer.
“Odinkemmelu! Odinkemmelu!”
“Yes, Ma!” a voice responded from the kitchen.
The air in the room was suddenly invaded by the feral stench of pubescent sweat. Odinkemmelu entered
wearing a rusty white T-shirt and a pair of khaki shorts that had jagged holes in several inappropriate places. He
and the other girl, Chikaodinaka, had come from the village to live with us.
Neither of them was allowed to sit at the dining table.
“How come it took you so long to answer?” my mother asked.
“Mama Kingsley, sorry, Ma. I am put off the fire for the kerosene stove by the time you call and I doesn’t
heard you.”
My mother ran her eyes up and down Odinkemmelu’s body in a way that must have tied knots in his spinal
cord. But the boy was not telling a lie; the fumes floated in right on time. We had stopped using the gas cooker
because cooking gas was too expensive, and had switched to the kerosene stove that contaminated the air in the
house with thick, toxic clouds whenever it was quenched with either a sprinkling of water or the blasts of
someone’s breath.
“Bring me some salt,” my mother said.
Odinkemmelu took his body odor away to the kitchen and returned with a teaspoon of salt.
*
“Godfrey, I don’t want to hear that you forgot to bring the university entrance forms back from school
tomorrow,” my father said to my brother.
Godfrey grunted quietly.
“For almost a week now, I’ve been reminding you,” my father continued. “You don’t always have to wait till
the last minute.”
When it was my turn about seven years ago, I had brought my forms home promptly. My father had sat down
with me and we filled them out together. We divided the task equally: He decided that I should study Chemical
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Engineering, he decided that I should attend the Federal University of Technology, Owerri, and he decided that I
must not take the exams more than once.
My own part was to fill in his instructions with Biro and ink, study for the exams, and make one of the highest
Joint Admissions and Matriculation Board (JAMB) exam scores into the university’s Chemical Engineering
Department.
Godfrey did not appear too keen on any such joint venture.
“And I hope you’ve been studying,” my father added. “Because any child of mine who decides to be useless
and not go to university has his own self to blame for however his life turns out.”
A sudden bout of coughing forced an early conclusion to a speech that could easily have lasted the duration of
our meal.
*
To my parents, education was everything. She was the recipe for wealth, the pass to respectability, the ticket to
eternal life.
Once, while in primary school, I had ventured to exercise my talents in the football field during break time and
returned home with my school shirt badly ripped and stained.
When my mother saw me, she stared as if I had huge pus-filled boils all over my body. Then she used a long
koboko whip to express herself more vividly on my buttocks.
Later that evening, my father called me into his bedroom. He sat on the bed, held my shoulders, and adjusted
my posture until I was standing directly in front of him. He stared into my eyes forever. Then in a deep,
sententious tone, he changed my life.
“Kingsley, do you want to be useful to yourself in this world?” he asked.
I answered in the affirmative.
“Do you want to make me and your mummy proud?” Again, my answer was the same.
“Do you want people to know you and respect you wherever you go?”
I did.
“Do you want to end up selling pepper and tomatoes in Nkwoegwu market?”
I shuddered. My soul was horrified at the thought of joining the sellers who transported food items from different villages to one of the local markets. Hardly any of them understood what was being said if you did not speak
Igbo. Most of them looked wretched.
My father amplified his voice.
“Do you?”
No, I did not.
“Then you must stop wasting your time on silly things. You must read your books, focus on your studies and
on the future you have ahead of you. A good education is what you need to survive in this world. Do you hear
me?”
I heard him too loud and very clear. Still, he continued.
He explained that without education, man is as though in a closed room; with education, he finds himself in a
room with all its windows open toward the outside world. He said that education makes a man a right thinker; it
tells him how to make decisions. He said that finishing school and finishing well was an asset that opened up a
thousand more opportunities for people.
My tender triceps started grumbling. He continued.
He said that education is the only way of putting one’s potentials to maximum use, that you could safely say
that a human being is not in his correct senses until he is educated.
“Even the Bible says it,” he concluded. “‘Wisdom is better than gold, understanding better than choice silver.’
Do you hear me?”
Not only did I hear him, I believed him completely. I was brainwashed. I became an instant disciple.
Thereafter, as I watched other little boys squandering their time and energy in football fields, I simply believed
that they did not know what I knew. Like the Spider-man, I was privy to some esoteric experience that made me
superhuman. And the more my scores skyrocketed in the classroom, the more I kept away from my friend Alozie,
who could still not tell the difference between “there” and “their,” and our neighbor’s son Kachi, who was finding
it difficult to learn the seven-times table. I continued to outdistance my classmates in academic performance. I had
never once looked behind.
*
My mother reached out and patted her husband’s back softly until his coughing ceased. Then she changed the
topic.
“Kingsley, when is the next interview?” she asked.
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“The letter just said I passed. They’ll send another one to let me know. It’s going to be a one-on-one meeting
with one of the big bosses in their head office. This time, each person’s date is different.”
“You’re going to Port Harcourt again?” Eugene asked.
“It’s probably just a formality,” my father said. “The first three interviews were the most important.”
“So if you go and work in Shell now,” Charity asked, “will you move to Port Harcourt?”
There was panic in her voice. I smiled fondly at her.
“It doesn’t matter where I live,” I replied. “I’ll come home often and you can also come and be visiting me.”
She did not look comforted. My father must have noticed.
“Charity, bring your plate,” he said.
Charity pushed her enamel bowl of soup across the table, past my mother, and toward him. My father stuck his
fork into the piece of meat in his plate and put it into his mouth. He bit some off with his incisors and deposited
the remaining half into my sister’s bowl. Unlike mine, his was a veritable chunk of cow.
“Thank you, Daddy,” she said, while dragging the bowl back.
I remembered when Charity was born about eight weeks before my mother’s expected date of delivery.
Though we were all pleased that it was a girl at last, she looked like a withered skeleton, tiny enough to make
seasoned doctors squirm. Going to hospital almost every day and watching her suffer must have been when each
of us developed a special fondness for her.
All of us except Eugene, who was a year younger than Godfrey and a year older than Charity. He was a thorn
in her flesh and made her a regular target for his silly jokes.
“Ah!” Eugene exclaimed now. “Look at your armpit! It looks like a gorilla’s thighs!”
Everybody turned toward Charity. She clutched her arms close to her side and looked about to press the control
buttons of a time machine and disappear.
My mother’s eyes swelled with shock.
“Why can’t you shave your armpits regularly?” she asked. “Don’t you know you’re now a big girl?”
A cloud fell upon Charity’s face.
At fifteen and a half, she was still very much a baby. She had wept when Princess Diana died, sobbed when we
watched a documentary about people whose body parts were enlarged because of elephantiasis. While other
Nigerians poured into the streets and celebrated General Sani Abacha’s sudden death,\fn{1998; dictator of Nigeria
from 1993, and a known abuser of human rights} Charity stayed indoors and shed tears.
“Is there any law that says she must shave?” Godfrey intervened. “Even if there is, who makes all those laws?
Whose business is it if she decides to grow a forest under her arms?”
Charity rubbed her eyes.
“It looks dirty,” my mother said. “People will think she’s untidy.”
“Why can’t people mind their own business?” Godfrey replied. “Why should they go about inspecting other
people’s armpits? After all, God who put those hairs there in the first place must have put them there for a
reason.”
Charity sniffed.
“Actually, you’re right,” I added. Not that I agreed that any girl should go about with a timberland under her
arms, but for the sole purpose of coming to my darling sister’s aid in this her hour of need.
“Scientists say that the hairs there are meant to transmit pheromones.”
“What are pheromones?” Eugene asked.
“They are secretions that men and women have without being aware of it,” my father explained. “They play a
part in the attraction between men and women.”
That was one thing that sickness and poverty had not been able to snatch from him. My father was a walking
encyclopedia, and he flipped his pages with the zeal and precision of a magician. He knew every theory of science
and every city in the atlas; he knew every word in the dictionary and every scripture in the Holy Bible. It was such
a pity that all the things he knew were not able to put money in his pocket.
“No wonder,” Eugene said seriously. “Like that houseboy on the third floor who’s always staring at her
whenever she’s walking back from school. I guess it’s not really her fault the sort of people her own pheromones
attract.”
He laughed and choked at his own joke while the rest of us stifled our amusement for the sake of solidarity
with Charity.
All of us but one.
My father transmitted an icy frown that froze the dancing muscles on Eugene’s face. We all looked back to our
plates.
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I realized that mine was empty. It was little episodes like this that made it easier for me to forget just how
much like sawdust our meals tasted.
2
Being careful not to disturb Godfrey slumbering beside me, I crawled out of bed and changed into a pair of
trousers and T-shirt. Breath stale and hair as disheveled as a cheap barrister’s wig, I made my way out to the
kitchen, which served as the route for most of the traffic in and out of our house.
The front door was reserved for special visitors. People like my father’s sisters and my secondary school principal.
“Bro. Kingsley, good morning,” Odinkemmelu and Chikaodinaka said. They always woke early to begin their
chores.
“Bro. Kingsley, are you went far away or should we kept your breakfast for you by the time you came back?”
Odinkemmelu asked.
It was not the boy's fault that his tenses were firing bullets all over the place. Before he came to live with us
about two years ago, Odinkemmelu had never set foot outside the village and the only English he knew was “I
want eat.” Over time, his vocabulary had improved. But when it came to tenses, he was never quite sure whether
he was standing in the present or dwelling in the past.
Although his position on the family tree could not be described in anything less than seven sentences,
Odinkemmelu was introduced to us as our cousin.
Chikaodinaka was a more clearly identified relative. She was my father’s cousin's niece. Both Odinkemmelu
and Chikaodinaka offered their services without pay. Their reward wasn’t kind.\fn{ I.e., wasn’t monetary} Leaving the
village and coming to stay with relatives in town was the only opportunity they might ever get to learn English,
watch television, live in a house with electricity, use a toilet that had a water system, or learn a trade.
“I’m just going to the post office,” I replied. “I’ll eat when I get back.”
*
I stepped out into the young morning and walked briskly with my heart playing sweet music. This could be the
day that changed my life. For the first few minutes, the only sound that disrupted the early morning calm was the
dance steps of dry leaves and debris in the Harmattan breeze. Gradually, a new sound joined in.
“Come and receive divine intervention! For nothing is impossible with God!”
Ring! Ring!
“Come and receive a touch from God! Our God is a God of miracles!”
Ring! Ring!
Soon, I bumped into a group of young men and women dressed in white T-shirts and black bottoms. Their Tshirts were imprinted with some verse of scripture or the other; they were clapping and dancing and chanting
Christian choruses. Most of them jangled tambourines. One blared into a loudspeaker.
“Come and receive a touch from God!” he announced. “Your life will never remain the same again!”
I was familiar with this sort of “Morning Cry” from my University days. Early in the morning, before others
had woken up, some students would take strategic positions along hostel corridors from where they would shout
out the gospel of Jesus Christ. Often, groggy students yelled angry abuses at them.
“Get out of that place and allow us sleep!”
“God punish all of you preachers!”
“Ohhhhhhhhhhh! You people should I leave us alone! Please! Please! Please!”
Once, one of my roommates had gone as far as opening the door and throwing a cup of water into the face of a
self-employed evangelist. The bearer-of-good-news merely turned the other cheek and continued with his
“Morning Cry.”
Now an ardent man moved in my direction to hand me a colorful flyer. I sidestepped him deftly and continued
on my journey. The last thing I needed was to be harassed by religious fanatics.
*
The post office compound was as deserted as a school playground on Christmas Day. I walked straight to box
329 and inserted the key. There was a manila envelope with my name printed neatly on the surface.
The butterflies in my stomach began a vigorous gyration. I dragged out the thin, white sheet of paper and
unfolded it with the panache of one who had performed this same action several times before. Right there and
then, my heart stopped beating.
Dear Mr. Kingsley O. Ibe,
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RE: Interview for the Position of Chemical Engineer (SHP06/06/9904)
We are sorry to inform you that you did not meet the requirements for—

There was no need to read further. I crumpled the offensive letter in my hand and shut my eyes tight. The wind
ignored my grief and continued sucking the moisture from my skin as she hurried past on her journey from the
Sahara to the Gulf of Guinea.
I am not sure how long I stood there. Eventually, I regained consciousness and locked the box. I wanted to
weep, to run, to hide away somewhere, never to see anyone again.
Anyone except Ola.
I wanted to see Ola at once.
*
Ola was the sugar in my tea. Sitting across from her in the faculty library more than four years ago, it occurred
to me that I was in my third year at university and not in any serious relationship. In between attending lectures
and burying my head in my books, I had somehow put the issue aside.
That day, I had rushed into the library to snatch some minutes of study before attending my next class. It was
not difficult to notice the group of girls in a corner, they were giggling in fifty different sharps and flats. Other
library users cast exasperated glances in their direction, yet their banter continued without pause.
All evidence pointed to the fact that they were “Jambites.” Prim appearance, surplus excitement—it was never
hard to distinguish a freshman.
Ola caught my attention. Her black hair was swept back in a ponytail and her large brown eyes stood out
defiantly in a narrow face. Unlike most girls who had developed a penchant for bleached skin, hers glowed
flawless ebony.
She also looked innocent.
I did not need to be an expert on women matters to know which girls had dabbled in more than their fair share
of promiscuity and which were vampires—female Draculas on a mission to drain your bank balance dry. It was as
if these girls gave off some peculiar pheromones. Perhaps Nature, knowing that man would someday need it for
self-preservation, had implanted this sixth sense so that common folks like me could identify them.
Their noise eventually smoked the library attendant out of his cubicle. He strode to their table with a frown as
thick as hail.
“Oya, all of you should get up and leave the library,” he ordered, his voice loud enough for everyone to know
that someone who had power was in the process of exercising it.
“Must you shout like that?” one of the girls asked.
“Just pack your things and leave!”
“You should even be happy we came,” another girl hissed. “After all, if we didn’t come, you wouldn’t have
anything to do all day.”
They laughed while gathering their books and dainty handbags. I continued staring at Ola as they sniggered
their way out of the library. Her back view was as satisfying as her front.
*
Ola returned the next day, this time on her own. My heart somersaulted twice when she walked in. She sat
about five tables away and spread out her books.
My supersonic brain ceased functioning. The words on the pages in front of me started wriggling about like
enchanted snakes. I suddenly remembered that I needed a haircut. And that my white shirt was not starched. Ola
studied for a full one hour before she got up and left.
*
She was back again the next day, and the next, and the next. I marveled at how such a pretty girl could actually
make out time to study. Other visitors to the library also seemed to have taken note of this shooting star.
“Hello,” the man whose lenses were as thick as the bottom of a Coke bottle would say.
“Hello,” the man who was about four feet tall would add.
“Hello,” the man who wore the same purple pair of trousers every day would concur.
Ola always smiled and waved at them. Having her in the library was such a delicious change from the usual
dreary girls.
Even my roommates noticed that something was happening to me. On my way home from school one day, I
stopped at the hostel shop and spent considerable time selecting what appeared to be an affordable, musky, macho
fragrance. While getting ready for school the next morning, I sprayed the bottle lavishly from head to toe.
“Graveyard, what’s wrong with you?” Enyi, one of my roommates, asked.
620

This nickname had been bestowed on me by another roommate who complained that I hardly ever spoke
whenever I was reading, which was almost always. I never responded to it when I was in a bad mood. Today, I
was feeling particularly high.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Ah, ah. I have never, ever, ever seen you spray perfume before. Never.” He called the attention of the rest,
who were also preparing for school.
“Make una come see o, Graveyard don begin dey use perfume.” The one who had initiated the nickname
poked his nose into the air and took in an unnecessarily deep breath.
“You call this one perfume?” he asked. “This one be like say na insecticide.”
I left them laughing and set off for the faculty with a spring in my steps. All their mockery was not enough to
still the drumbeats of ecstasy in my heart.
That day, Ola did not show up at the library.
*
I did not set eyes on her until about a week later. While walking along the faculty main corridor, I saw her
standing and chatting with a group of girls.
My feet stopped beside her. The girls quit talking and looked at me. My larynx turned to stone.
“Is everything OK?” Ola asked, her face crumpling with concern.
Silence was my answer.
“Would you like me to help you in any way?”
Her voice was a beautiful flower. I could have composed several cantatas and penned unending epics merely
by listening to her speak.
“No, everything is OK,” I replied at last. Was just wondering … I haven’t seen you in the library for a while.”
She smiled. To think that she had created that smile especially for me.
“Oh, everything is fine. Just that I was down with a bout of malaria and decided to take things easy. I hope you
people haven’t taken my space in the library o.”
I chortled and assured her that “her space” was still available.
Not knowing what else to say, I remained clutching my folder to my chest and smiling like a portrait. It must
be true what somebody once remarked, that shy men and ugly women have the hardest time of all in this world.
Eventually, she spoke.
“Thanks for your concern, eh. See you some other time.”
That was my cue to vamoose. Deflated, I walked away with the sound of hushed giggling bruising my ears.
For the first time in my life, I suspected that I was well and truly an idiot.
*
The next day, I had my face glued to my books when I heard the grating voice of the man with the Coke bottle
lenses.
“Hello,” he said.
I looked up. Four Feet and Purple Trousers chanted along. Ola returned their greetings. She smiled as soon as
our eyes met.
“How are you?” she asked, when she was close by.
Then she placed her pile of books on my very same table and sat down beside me.
The exact same thing happened again the next day. And the next, and the next, and the next. Soon we arrived at
affectionate looks and spontaneous giggles, and all the other little actions that precede the grand knotting of two
hearts.
Ola was a Laboratory Technology student whose family also lived in Umuahia. She was two years younger
than I, enthusiastic about academics and knew exactly where she was headed in life. Her fingernails and toenails
were always clean. Her hair never stank, even when she wore braids for over two weeks. She always wore her
makeup light and natural and she still had some hair remaining from her eyebrows.
When I was with Ola, my personality changed. Thoughts and feelings that I had never previously paid attention to suddenly found their way from my cerebrum to my lips. She was the only person who told me that I
was hilarious. She did not talk much but she always listened attentively when I spoke.
Apart from my family and my books, finally something else occupied my mind. At some point, I even started
worrying that I might be tipping on the verge of insanity.
The flames of our love continued to burn for the remaining years of my stay in school. She was now in her
final year at university, while I had been out of school for two years.

621

Ola was 100 percent wife material. We had already started making plans for our future. She wanted all her four
sisters and an additional six cousins on the bridal train; I wanted three sons and two daughters, preferably the boys
first.
As much as I wanted to fulfill my responsibilities as opara and help my family, I also wanted to get a job
because of Ola. Marrying an Igbo girl entailed much more than fairy-tale romance and good intentions. The list of
items presented to the groom as a prerequisite for the traditional marriage ceremony was enough to make a grown
man shudder.
And that was even before you considered the gift items for family members, the clothing for the girl and her
mother, and the actual feast itself. Several couples had been known to garner all their financial forces together in
the process of organizing their marriage ceremony.
Afterward, they could sit back in their new home and gradually transmute to skeletons. At least then they
would be married and could die penniless—but happy—in each other’s arms.
*
Still drenched in these thoughts, on the way back home, I did not notice when one of the tambourine-jangling
zealots stepped into pace beside me and extended one of his flyers.
“Good morning, my brother,” he said in greeting.
The man sounded as if he had slept on a bed of roses, woken from a scrumptious slumber that morning, and
placed his foot right onto the ninth cloud.
“I would like to invite you to fellowship with us on Sunday,” he continued. “It promises to be a marvelous
time. Come and be blessed, for there’s nothing impossible with God.”
On any other day, I would have called the man a bumbling buffoon and walked on. But like a well-oiled robot,
I automatically stretched out my hand and collected the flyer.
*
Chikaodinaka and Odinkernmelu stopped chattering and resumed servile postures as soon as I entered the kitchen.
“Bro. Kingsley, welcome.”
I grunted and walked past. I paused at the dining table and exchanged “good mornings” with my mother and
siblings. Breakfast was over but they were sitting and chatting.
“Should I bring your food for you?” my mother asked.
“Not now,” I replied.
Across the room, my father was snoozing in his favorite armchair with his head tilted to one side. A rattling
sound rose in his throat like water gurgling in a disused tap that had just been turned on. My mother flipped her
head in her husband’s direction.
“Reduce your voices,” she said. Despite the fact that we all knew from experience that even the blast of Angel
Michael’s trumpet was not loud enough to awaken my father from these post-breakfast slumbers.
“Did the letter arrive?” Eugene asked.
I mumbled something. As intended, everybody mistook it for a no. There was no point in ruining everyone’s
morning.
Pretending that life was still normal proved a bit too difficult, so I went on to the children’s bedroom and sat on
the bed. Someone knocked on the door. I ignored it. The person knocked again.
“Yes?”
“Kings.”
It was my mother. I did not look up. She sat beside me, put her arm around my shoulders, and pushed my head
against her neck. We sat in silence for a while. Without asking any embarrassing questions, my mother knew that
her first son was still a component of Nigeria’s rising unemployment statistics.
“It’s OK,” she said. She stroked my cheeks.
“Kings, it’s OK … ehn? It’s OK.”
I removed my head from her body and sighed.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “Your own will eventually come. Let’s believe that there’s something better waiting
for you. Just don’t let all these disappointments get to you.”
“Honestly, Mummy, I’m just tired. What is it I’m doing wrong? I always pass the tests and then they don’t
want me. I’m really perplexed.”
*
Perplexed and stupefied and woebegone. As if I was stuck in a maze and each time I found an exit, lightning
would strike right across my path.
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This particular rejection letter was exceedingly painful because I had defied all the odds by getting as far as the
last interview. But the way things worked in our society these days, besides paper qualifica tions and a high
intelligence quotient, you usually needed to have “long-leg.”
You needed to know someone, or someone who knew someone, before you could access the most basic things.
Still, as I progressed from one stage of the interview to the other, we had all assumed that this time would be
different. Someone had identified that I had graduated as best student in my Chemical Engineering class. Surely,
they could see that I was an outstanding brain.
*
“Kings, it’s OK. I’m sure things will work out eventually.”
I bent my head.
*
My parents had been excited when I received my admission letter into university, but the whole experience put
an additional strain on the family finances. Tuition fees, books, accommodation away from home—it all needed
funding. When my father’s illness poured fuel on the flames, my parents were forced to sell our old, gray Peugeot
505 for some extra cash.
At last, Graduation Day arrived. As first son, as soon as I started earning an income, I would automatically inherit the responsibility of training my younger ones and ensuring that my parents spent the rest of their retirement
years in financial peace. My family were looking up to me. I was their light, their messiah, their only hope.
*
My mother held me tighter and rubbed my back.
“Kingsley, I’ve told you … everybody has their own dry season but the rain will always come. You’ll see. And
you’ll remember that I said so.”
She spoke with so much conviction that I almost believed her. In the past, these words would have been tonic
enough to brighten my face, push out my chest, and lift my gaze to a more auspicious future. But I had heard this
same speech, on this same spot, in this same snug proximity, at least three times in the past year.
It was like some sort of déjà vu.
We remained silent for a while.
“Why don’t you go and have something to eat?” my mother said. “There’s some powdered milk left in the tin
but if it’s not enough, I can send Chikaodinaka out to buy some more.”
I stood up.
“I don’t want to eat anything. I want to go and see Ola.”
“Why don’t you—”
“No, I’m not eating,” I replied, pulling off my T-shirt.
She left. I started polishing my dedicated pair of black shoes. They were my only pair. Moments later, my
mother knocked and came back in.
“Here,” she said. “Take this and add to your transport money.”
Some naira notes were scrunched up in her palm. I shook my head.
“No, thank you. I have enough for my transport.”
“It doesn’t matter. Still take it.”
“Mummy, no thank you.”
“OK, at least use it to buy something for Ola.”
“Mummy, don’t worry. I can manage till Daddy gives me my next pocket money.”
“Kings, look. I know it’s just for a brief period and that things will work out for you soon. Take the money.”
Disgraceful that a twenty-five-year-old was still depending on his parents, but she smiled and looked tremendously pleased when I took the notes.
Right there and then, I decided that the first thing I would do when I got a job was to buy my mother a brandnew car.
3
The 504 station wagon had a handwritten sign on the roof:

UMUAHIA to OWERRI via MBAISE
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The vehicle had originally been designed to carry the driver and one passenger in the front passenger seat,
three people in the middle row, two at the back. But an ingenious rascal had come up with a more lucrative
agenda.
Now two people were sitting beside the driver in front, four in the middle row, and three at the back. Being last
to arrive, I had to squeeze myself into the back middle seat, the tightest, most unbearable position in the entire
vehicle.
Wedged on my right was an abundantly bottomed lady who chomped her pungent breakfast of boiled eggs and
bread with noisy gusto.
On my left was a man whose eye sockets were empty. He had a boy of about eight years old perched on his
lap. From the ruggedness of the man’s clothes, his random chants, and subservient manner, I could tell that he was
a professional beggar. The boy was acting as his eyes and would not have to pay extra since, technically, they
shared the same space.
So we were four in the back row, sitting in a place prepared for three, which had originally been meant for two.
The combined stench of the beggar’s rags and the woman's egg almost made my intestines jump past my teeth
and onto the floor. I was eager for takeoff and hoped that as the car increased velocity, the pressure would force
fresh breeze to blow into the gas chamber at the back.
“Bring your money!” the driver hollered, stretching a cracked palm into the car.
I brought out my wallet from my trouser pocket. I shifted the naira notes aside and gazed at the photograph
that I carried wherever I went.
It was one of Ola and me with our arms completely wrapped around each other at Mr. Bigg’s on Valentine's
Day two years ago. The photograph had been shot by one of those pesky, hawker photographers who hung around
restaurants and occasions.
At first, I was adamant about not paying, even after the photographer had stood begging for about ten minutes.
But when I noticed how much Ola appeared to like the picture, I dipped into what I had reserved for cake and ice
cream, and paid for the photographs instead.
Another of Ola’s favorites was one that my father had taken when I was three. Ola had asked my mother for
the photo during one of her visits.
“I love the way you look in it,” she had said. “Like a miniature Albert Einstein. Anybody seeing this photograph can tell that you were destined to be a nerd.”
Ola was funny sometimes.
Her third favorite was the one of me holding my rolled-up university certificate, wearing my convocation
gown and grinning as if I were about to conquer the world. All three photographs were displayed in pretty frames
on top of the wooden cupboard beside her bed.
*
We handed our fares to the driver, who then waited for the little boy to finish unwrapping the diminutive notes
and coins which the blind man had extracted from somewhere within the inner regions of his trousers. The boy
counted aloud.
“Five naira … ten naira … ten naira fifty kobo … eleven naira … sixteen naira … twenty naira … twenty naira
fifty kobo …”
More than a minute later, he was still several kilometers away from the expected amount. The chomping
woman lost her patience.
“Take this and add to it,” she said, handing the driver some of her own money to complete their fare.
“Thank you,” the boy said.
“God bless you,” the beggar added. “Your husband and children are blessed.”
“Amen,” the woman replied.
“You people will never lack anything.”
“Amen,” the woman replied.
“You will never find yourself in this same condition I find myself.”
“Amen.” This time, it was louder.
“All the enemies who come against you and your children will come in one way and scatter in seven different
directions.”
“Amen!” several passengers chanted in an attempt to usurp this most essential blessing for these perilous
times.
I wondered why the beggar's magic words had not yet worked for the beggar himself.
*
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Whenever she knew that I was coming, Ola would dress up and wait on one of the concrete benches in front of
her hostel. As soon as she sighted me, she would run to give me a bear hug. If I had surprised her by my visit, as I
would today, her face would light up in delight. Then she would yelp and leap and almost overthrow my lean
frame with her embrace. Then she would place her face against my cheeks and hold onto me for several seconds.
At that moment, I could turn back and go home fully satisfied. The whole trip would have been worth it.
*
An hour and a half later, the vehicle arrived at the motor park in Owerri. I stopped a little girl who was
carrying a tray of imported red apples on her head and bought five of the fattest. Then, I boarded a shuttle bus
straight to the university gates and joined the long queue waiting for okada.
These commercial motorbikes were the most convenient way to get around, flying at suicidal speed on roads
where buses and cars feared to tread, depositing passengers at their very doorsteps. The okada driver that rode. me
to Ola’s hostel had certainly not been engaged in any form of personal hygiene recently. I held my breath and bore
the ride stoically.
Inside Ola's hostel, I knocked four times, rapidly, like a rent collector. Three female voices chirped in unison.
“Come in.”
*
Ola was sitting with some girls in her corner of the room. The girls greeted me, got up, and left. I stood at the
door for a while before going to sit beside Ola on the bed.
She did not get up.
Where were my yelps and my hugs?
With bottomless anxiety, I placed the back of my hand on her forehead. Her temperature felt normal.
“Sweetheart, are you OK?”
She wriggled away from my touch.
“I’m fine,” she replied stiffly.
Something must be wrong.
“Are you sure you’re all right? You look a bit dull.”
“Kingsley, I said I’m fine.”
I hesitated. Her eyes were blank beneath long, pretty lashes that fluttered like butterfly wings. Her rich
cleavage was visible from the top of her camisole, and her bare neck was covered with small beads of perspiretion.
Suddenly, I wanted to lick her skin. I put my lips to her ears and tickled her lobe with my tongue.
“Sweetheart, what is bothering you?” I murmured.
She gave me a light smack in the face and shifted away. With exasperation, she flung her hand in my direction
as if swatting a fly.
“Kingsley, you're getting on my nerves with all these questions. Can’t you understand simple English? I'm just
tired.”
Her words whizzed past my ears like bullets.
My eyes were transfixed by her hand. The red-strapped wristwatch was brand-new. Dolce & Gabbana.\fn{ A
luxury Italian fashion house founded in 1985 in Legnano by Italian designers Domenico Dolce and Stefano Gabbana .} She noticed me
staring and dragged her feet under the bed in one swift movement.
The action drew my attention to an equally new pair of slippers. Despite my blurred appreciation of the things
of this world, I recognized the huge metal design across each foot. Gucci. Head up, eyes open, I asked,
“Ola, who gave you these things?”
She turned her eyes to the floor.
“They were a gift from one of my friends who traveled abroad,” she replied in a wobbly voice.
I felt strange. Something was different. It was not just her bizarre attitude. Something else was amiss.
“Who’s the friend? I asked.
“I’ve told you to please stop asking me questions. I’m really not in the mood.”
We remained sitting like that for a while. I wanted to tell her about the letter from Shell Petroleum and about
how heartbroken I was. I wanted to tell her how much I was dreading applying for other engineering jobs. But she
maintained such a hard look that my voice evaporated. Then I remembered the apples.
“Here,” I said, “I got this for you.”
From the corners of her eyes, she inspected my outstretched hand.
“Leave it there,” she replied.
“On the floor?”
“Yes.”
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I dropped the polyethylene bag.
“Actually I need to rest,” she said, still without looking at me. “I’ve had a very busy week and the week ahead
is going to be even busier. You know I’m working on my project.”
I nodded slowly and stood. She accompanied me outside, maintaining a pace or two behind me. When I slowed
down for her to catch up, she slowed down. When I stopped and looked back, she stopped and looked as-kance.
Outside the hostel, she halted. I stood with arms akimbo like an angry school headmaster and walked back to
where she was standing. The girl needed a severe talking-to.
“Now listen to me,” I began. “I can tell everything is not all right. If there’s something you need to get off your
chest, why not just let it out? There’s never been anything we couldn’t talk about with—”
“Kingsley, I really don’t think you should come and see me again.”
My mouth fell wide open. I completely forgot that I had been in the middle of a speech that was designed to
bring about world peace.
She hesitated and looked away.
“Right now I just need to focus. I’m really under pressure.”
I sighed. Of course. Her schoolwork was bothering her. Sometimes, project supervisors could drive you up the
wall and right into the concrete. Ola was so engrossed in her work, she did not want to be distracted by romance. I
looked at her with awe; she had just inspired me with fresh admiration.
“Ola,” I said in the most understanding of tones. “Take it easy, OK? Just let me know when you’ve finished
your project and I’ll come and visit you. OK?”
“Kingsley—” she began fiercely.
From her face, I could tell that she was composing a different sentence.
“You’d better know that my mother is very unhappy with you,” she said eventually.
“Unhappy with me? Why?”
She averted her eyes.
“Kingsley, I have to go. Have a safe trip.” With that, she turned and disappeared inside.
*
Back at the motor park, I located the vehicle going to Umuahia.
The station wagon had almost filled up, when a haggard woman approached. Her bony body was outlined
under an oversized blouse that was drawn in at the waist. A gray skirt fell to the middle of her legs, which were
clad in rugged bathroom slippers. She poked her thin face into my window and informed us that her husband was
in very poor health.
“My brothers and sisters,” she pleaded, “I have nine children and hunger is threatening to kill us. My husband
has been very sick for over a year and we have no money for the operation.”
She said that we—those of us in that vehicle—were their only hope of survival. If we would only chip in some
funds.
“My brothers and sisters,” she begged, “please, nothing is too small.”
Around her neck hung a cloth rope attached to a photograph of her husband. In it, the sick man was lying on a
raffia mat on the cement floor. He was stark naked and his ribs were gleaming through his skin. There was a
growth the size of two adult heads, shooting out from between his bony legs. The faded photograph dangled on
her flat chest as she stretched a metal container into the car and jangled the coins that were inside.
*
As soon as I saw the photograph, it hit me.
I realized what had been missing from Ola’s room, what it was that had been nagging at me all the while I was
there.
All my photographs—all three of them—had vanished from her room. …
254.170 Excerpt from Purple Hibiscus\fn{by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (1977- )} Enugu, Enugu State, Nigeria (F) 9
1
Things started to fall apart at home when my brother, Jaja, did not go to communion and Papa flung his heavy
missal across the room and broke the figurines on the étagère.
We had just returned from church. Mama placed the fresh palm fronds, which were wet with holy water, on the
dining table and then went upstairs to change. Later, she would knot the palm fronds into sagging cross shapes
and hang them on the wall beside our gold-framed family photo. They would stay there until next Ash Wednesday,
when we would take the fronds to church, to have them burned for ash. Papa, wearing a long, gray robe like the
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rest of the oblates, helped distribute ash every year. His line moved the slowest because he pressed hard on each
forehead to make a perfect cross with his ash-covered thumb and slowly, meaningfully enunciated every word of
“dust and unto dust you shall return.”
Papa always sat in the front pew for Mass, at the end beside the middle aisle, with Mama, Jaja, and me sitting
next to him. He was first to receive communion. Most people did not kneel to receive communion at the marble
altar, with the blond life-size Virgin Mary mounted nearby, but Papa did. He would hold his eyes shut so hard that
his face tightened into a grimace, and then he would stick his tongue out as far as it could go. Af terward, he sat
back on his seat and watched the rest of the congregation troop to the altar, palms pressed together and ex tended,
like a saucer held sideways, just as Father Benedict had taught them to do.
Even though Father Benedict had been at St. Agnes for seven years, people still referred to him as “our new
priest:” Perhaps they would not have if he had not been white. He still looked new. The colors of his face, the col ors of condensed milk and a cut-open soursop, had not tanned at all in the fierce heat of seven Nigerian
harmattans. And his British nose was still as pinched and as narrow as it always was, the same nose that had had
me worried that he did not get enough air when he first came to Enugu.
Father Benedict had changed things in the parish, such as insisting that the credo and kyrie be recited only in
Latin; Igbo was not acceptable. Also, hand clapping was to be kept at a minimum, lest the solemnity of Mass be
compromised. But he allowed offertory songs in Igbo; he called them native songs, and when he said “native” his
straight-line lips turned down at the corners to form an inverted U. During his sermons, Father Benedict usu ally
referred to the pope, Papa, and Jesus—in that order. He used Papa to illustrate the gospels.
“When we let our light shine before men, we are reflecting Christ’s Triumphant Entry,” he said that Palm
Sunday. “Look at Brother Eugene. He could have chosen to be like other Big Men in this country, he could have
decided to sit at home and do nothing after the coup, to make sure the government did not threaten his busi nesses.
But no, he used the Standard to speak the truth even though it meant the paper lost advertising. Brother Eugene
spoke out for freedom. How many of us have stood up for the truth? How many of us have reflected the
Triumphant Entry?”
The congregation said “Yes” or “God bless him” or “Amen:”but not too loudly so they would not sound like
the mushroom Pentecostal churches; then they listened intently, quietly. Even the babies stopped dying, as if they,
too, were listening.
On some Sundays, the congregation listened closely even when Father Benedict talked about things everybody
already knew, about Papa making the biggest donations to Peter’s pence and St. Vincent de Paul. Or about Papa
paying for the cartons of communion wine, for the new ovens at the convent where the Reverend Sisters baked
the host, for the new wing to St. Agnes Hospital where Father Benedict gave Extreme Unction. And I would sit
with my knees pressed together, next to Jaja, trying hard to keep my face blank, to keep the pride from showing,
because Papa said modesty was very important.
Papa himself would have a blank face when I looked at him, the kind of expression he had in the photo when
they did the big story on him after Amnesty World gave him a human rights award. It was the only time he
allowed himself to be featured in the paper. His editor, Ade Coker, had insisted on it, saying Papa deserved it,
saying Papa was too modest. Mama told me and Jaja Papa did not tell us such things. That blank look would
remain on his face until Father Benedict ended the sermon, until it was time for communion.
After Papa took communion, he sat back and watched the congregation walk to the altar and, after Mass,
reported to Father Benedict, with concern, when a person missed communion on two successive Sundays. He
always encouraged Father Benedict to call and win that person back into the fold; nothing but mortal sin would
keep a person away from communion two Sundays in a row.
So when Papa did not see Jaja go to the altar that Palm Sunday when everything changed, he banged his
leatherbound missal, with the red and green ribbons peeking out, down on the dining table when we got home.
The table was glass, heavy glass. It shook, as did the palm fronds on it.
*
“Jaja, you did not go to communion,” Papa said quietly, almost a question. Jaja stared at the missal on the table
as though he were addressing it.
“The wafer gives me bad breath.”
I stared at Jaja. Had something come loose in his head? Papa insisted we call it the host because “host” came
close to capturing the essence, the sacredness, of Christ’s body. “Wafer” was too secular, wafer was what one of
Papa’s factories made —chocolate wafer, banana wafer, what people bought their children to give them a treat
better than biscuits.
“And the priest keeps touching my mouth and it nauseates me,” Jaja said. He knew I was looking at him, that
my shocked eyes begged him to seal his mouth, but he did not look at me.
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“It is the body of our Lord.”
Papa’s voice was low, very low. His face looked swollen already, with pus-tipped rashes spread across every
inch, but it seemed to be swelling even more. “You cannot stop receiving the body of our Lord. It is death, you
know that.”
“Then I will die.” Fear had darkened Jaja's eyes to the color of coal tar, but he looked Papa in the face now.
“Then I will die, Papa.”
Papa looked around the room quickly, as if searching for proof that something had fallen from the high ceiling,
something he had never thought would fall. He picked up the missal and flung it across the room, toward Jaja. It
missed Jaja completely, but it hit the glass étagerè, which Mama polished often. It cracked the top shelf, swept the
beige, finger-size ceramic figurines of ballet dancers in various contorted postures to the hard floor and then
landed after them. Or rather it landed on their many pieces. It lay there, a huge leatherbound missal that contained
the readings for all three cycles of the church year.
Jaja did not move. Papa swayed from side to side. I stood at the door, watching them. The ceiling fan spun
round and round, and the light bulbs attached to it clinked against one another.
Then Mama came in, her rubber slippers making slap-slap sounds on the marble floor. She had changed from
her sequined Sunday wrapper and the blouse with puff sleeves. Now she had a plain tie-dye wrapper tied loosely
around her waist and that white T-shirt she wore every other day. It was a souvenir from a spiritual retreat she and
Papa had attended; the words GOD IS LOVE crawled over her sagging breasts. She stared at the figurine pieces
on the floor and then knelt and started to pick them up with her bare hands.
The silence was broken only by the whir of the ceiling fan as it sliced through the still air. Although our
spacious dining room gave way to an even wider living room, I felt suffocated. The off-white walls with the
framed photos of Grandfather were narrowing, bearing down on me. Even the glass dining table was moving
toward me.
“Nne, ngwa. Go and change,” Mama said to me, startling me although her Igbo words were low and calming.
In the same breath, without pausing, she said to Papa, “Your tea is getting cold;” and to Jaja, “Come and help me,
biko.”
Papa sat down at the table and poured his tea from the china tea set with pink flowers on the edges. I waited for
him to ask Jaja and me to take a sip, as he always did. A love sip, he called it, because you shared the little things
you loved with the people you loved. Have a love sip, he would say, and Jaja would go first. Then I would hold
the cup with both hands and raise it to my lips. One sip. The tea was always too hot, always burned my tongue,
and if lunch was something peppery, my raw tongue suffered. But it didn’t matter, because I knew that when the
tea burned my tongue, it burned Papa’s love into me.
But Papa didn’t say, “Have a love sip”; he didn’t say anything as I watched him raise the cup to his lips. Jaja
knelt beside Mama, flattened the church bulletin he held into a dustpan, and placed a jagged ceramic piece on it.
“Careful, Mama, or those pieces will cut your fingers,” he said.
I pulled at one of the corn rows underneath my black church scarf to make sure I was not dreaming. Why were
they acting so normal, Jaja and Mama, as if they did not know what had just happened? And why was Papa
drinking his tea quietly, as if Jaja had not just talked back to him? Slowly, I turned and headed upstairs to change
out of my red Sunday dress.
I sat at my bedroom window after I changed; the cashew tree was so close I could reach out and pluck a leaf if
it were not for the silver-colored crisscross of mosquito netting. The bell-shaped yellow fruits hung lazily,
drawing buzzing bees that bumped against my window’s netting. I heard Papa walk upstairs to his room for his
afternoon siesta. I closed my eyes, sat still, waiting to hear him call Jaja, to hear Jaja go into his room.
But after long, silent minutes, I opened my eyes and pressed my forehead against the window louvers to look
outside. Our yard was wide enough to hold a hundred people dancing atiogu, spacious enough for each dancer to
do the usual somersaults and land on the next dancer’s shoulders. The compound walls, topped by coiled electric
wires, were so high I could not see the cars driving by on our street. It was early rainy season, and the frangipani
trees planted next to the walls already filled the yard with the sickly-sweet scent of their flowers. A row of purple
bougainvillea, cut smooth and straight as a buffet table, separated the gnarled trees from the driveway. Closer to
the house, vibrant bushes of hibiscus reached out and touched one another as if they were exchanging their petals.
The purple plants had started to push out sleepy buds, but most of the flowers were still on the red ones. They
seemed to bloom so fast, those red hibiscuses, considering how often Mama cut them to decorate the church altar
and how often visitors plucked them as they walked past to their parked cars.
It was mostly Mama’s prayer group members who plucked flowers; a woman tucked one behind her ear once
—I saw her clearly from my window. But even the government agents, two men in black jackets who came some
time ago, yanked at the hibiscus as they left. They came in a pickup truck with Federal Government plates and
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parked close to the hibiscus bushes. They didn’t stay long. Later, Jaja said they came to bribe Papa, that he had
heard them say that their pickup was full of dollars. I was not sure Jaja had heard correctly. But even now I
thought about it sometimes. I imagined the truck full of stacks and stacks of foreign money, wondered if they had
put the money in many cartons or in one huge carton, the size our fridge came in.
*
I was still at the window when Mama came into my room. Every Sunday before lunch, in between telling Sisi
to put a little more palm oil in the soup, a little less curry in the coconut rice, and while Papa took his siesta,
Mama plaited my hair. She would sit on an armchair near the kitchen door and I on the floor with my head cradled
between her thighs. Although the kitchen was airy, with the windows always open, my hair would still manage to
absorb the spices, and afterward, when I brought the end of a braid to my nose, I would smell egusi soup, utazi,
curry.
But Mama did not come into my room with the bag that held combs and hair oils and ask me to come
downstairs. Instead, she said,
“Lunch is ready, nne.” I meant to say I am sorry Papa broke your figurines, but the words that came out were,
“I’m sorry your figurines broke, Mama.”
She nodded quickly, then shook her head to show that the figurines did not matter. They did, though. Years
ago, before I understood, I used to wonder why she polished them each time I heard the sounds from their room,
like something being banged against the door. Her rubber slippers never made a sound on the stairs, but I knew
she went downstairs when I heard the dining room door open. I would go down to see her standing by the étagère
with a kitchen towel soaked in soapy water. She spent at least a quarter of an hour on each ballet-dancing figurine.
There were never tears on her face. The last time, only two weeks ago, when her swollen eye was still the blackpurple color of an overripe avocado, she had rearranged them after she polished them.
“I will plait your hair after lunch,” she said, turning to leave.
“Yes, Mama.”
I followed her downstairs. She limped slightly, as though one leg were shorter than the other, a gait that made
her seem even smaller than she was. The stairs curved elegantly in an S shape, and I was halfway down when I
saw Jaja standing in the hallway. Usually he went to his room to read before lunch, but he had not come upstairs
today; he had been in the kitchen the whole time, with Mama and Sisi.
“Ke kwanu?” I asked, although I did not need to ask how he was doing. I had only to look at him. His
seventeen-year-old face had grown lines; they zigzagged across his forehead, and inside each line a dark tension
had crawled in. I reached out and clasped his hand shortly before we went into the dining room.
Papa and Mama were already seated, and Papa was washing his hands in the bowl of water Sisi held before
him. He waited until Jaja and I sat down opposite him, and started the grace. For twenty minutes he asked God to
bless the food. Afterward, he intoned the Blessed Virgin in several different titles while we responded,
“Pray for us.”
His favorite title was Our Lady, Shield of the Nigerian People. He had made it up himself. If only people
would use it every day, he told us, Nigeria would not totter like a Big Man with the spindly legs of a child.
Lunch was fufu and onugbu soup. The fufu was smooth and fluffy. Sisi made it well; she pounded the yam
energetically, adding drops of water into the mortar, her cheeks contracting with the thump-thump-thump of the
pestle. The soup was thick with chunks of boiled beef and dried fish and dark green onugbu leaves.
We ate silently. I molded my fufu into small balls with my fingers, dipped it in the soup, making sure to scoop
up fish chunks, and then brought it to my mouth. I was certain the soup was good, but I did not taste it, could not
taste it. My tongue felt like paper.
“Pass the salt, please,” Papa said.
We all reached for the salt at the same time. Jaja and I touched the crystal shaker, my finger brushed his gently,
then he let go. I passed it to Papa. The silence stretched out even longer.
“They brought the cashew juice this afternoon. It tastes good. I am sure it will sell,” Mama finally said.
“Ask that girl to bring it,” Papa said. Mama pressed the ringer that dangled above the table on a transparent
wire from the ceiling, and Sisi appeared.
“Yes, Madam?”
“Bring two bottles of the drink they brought from the factory.”
“Yes, Madam.”
I wished Sisi had said “What bottles, Madam?” or “Where are they, Madam?” Just something to keep her and
Mama talking, to veil the nervous movements of Jaja molding his fufu. Sisi was back shortly and placed the
bottles next to Papa. They had the same faded-looking labels as every other thing Papa’s factories made—the
wafers and cream biscuits and bottled juice and banana chips.
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Papa poured the yellow juice for everyone. I reached out quickly for my glass and took a sip. It tasted watery. I
wanted to seem eager; maybe if I talked about how good it tasted, Papa might forget that he had not yet pun ished
Jaja.
“It’s very good, Papa,” I said. Papa swirled it around his bulging cheeks.
“Yes, yes.”
“It tastes like fresh cashew,” Mama said.
Say something, please, I wanted to say to Jaja. He was supposed to say something now, to contribute, to
compliment Papa’s new product. We always did, each time an employee from one of his factories brought a
product sample for us.
“Just like white wine,” Mama added. She was nervous, I could tell—not just because a fresh cashew tasted
nothing like white wine but also because her voice was lower than usual.
“White wine,” Mama said again, closing her eyes to better savor the taste. “Fruity white wine.”
“Yes,” I said. A ball of fufu slipped from my fingers and into the soup. Papa was staring pointedly at Jaja.
“Jaja, have you not shared a drink with us, gbo? Have you no words in your mouth?” he asked, entirely in
Igbo.
A bad sign. He hardly spoke Igbo, and although Jaja and I spoke it with Mama at home, he did not like us to
speak it in public. We had to sound civilized in public, he told us; we had to speak English. Papa’s sister, Aunty
Ifeoma, said once that Papa was too much of a colonial product. She had said this about Papa in a mild, forgiving
way, as if it were not Papa’s fault, as one would talk about a person who was shouting gibberish from a severe
case of malaria.
“Have you nothing to say, gbo, Jaja?” Papa asked again.
“Mba, there are no words in my mouth,”Jaja replied.
“What?” There was a shadow clouding Papa’s eyes, a shadow that had been in Jaja’s eyes. Fear. It had left
Jaja’s eyes and entered Papa’s.
“I have nothing to say,” Jaja said.
“The juice is good—” Mama started to say. Jaja pushed his chair back.
“Thank you, Lord. Thank you, Papa. Thank you, Mama.”
I turned to stare at him. At least he was saying thanks the right way, the way we always did after a meal. But he
was also doing what we never did: he was leaving the table before Papa had said the prayer after meals.
“Jaja!” Papa said. The shadow grew, enveloping the whites of Papa’s eyes. Jaja was walking out of the dining
room with his plate. Papa made to get up and then slumped back on his seat. His cheeks drooped, bulldog-like.
I reached for my glass and stared at the juice, watery yellow, like urine. I poured all of it down my throat, in
one gulp. I didn’t know what else to do. This had never happened before in my entire life, never. The compound
walls would crumble, I was sure, and squash the frangipani trees. The sky would cave in. The Persian rugs on the
stretches of gleaming marble floor would shrink. Something would happen.
But the only thing that happened was my choking. My body shook from the coughing. Papa and Mama rushed
over. Papa thumped my back while Mama rubbed my shoulders and said,
“O Zugo. Stop coughing.”
*
That evening, I stayed in bed and did not have dinner with the family. I developed a cough, and my cheeks
burned the back of my hand. Inside my head, thousands of monsters played a painful game of catch, but instead of
a ball, it was a brown leather-bound missal that they threw to each other.
Papa came into my room; my mattress sank in when he sat and smoothed my cheeks and asked if I wanted
anything else. Mama was already making me ofe nsala. I said no, and we sat silently, our hands clasped for a long
time. Papa’s breathing was always noisy, but now he panted as if he were out of breath, and I wondered what he
was thinking, if perhaps he was running in his mind, running away from something. I did not look at his face
because I did not want to see the rashes that spread across every inch of it, so many, so evenly spread that they
made his skin look bloated.
Mama brought some ofe nsala up for me a little later, but the aromatic soup only made me nauseated. After I
vomited in the bathroom, I asked Mama where Jaja was. He had not come in to see me since after lunch.
“In his room. He did not come down for dinner.”
She was caressing my cornrows; she liked to do that, to trace the way strands of hair from different parts of my
scalp meshed and held together. She would keep off plaiting it until next week. My hair was too thick; it always
tightened back into a dense bunch right after she ran a comb through it. Trying to comb it now would enrage the
monsters already in my head.
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“Will you replace the figurines?” I asked. I could smell the chalky deodorant under her arms. Her brown face,
flawless but for the recent jagged scar on her forehead, was expressionless.
“Kpa,” she said. “I will not replace them.”
Maybe Mama had realized that she would not need the figurines anymore; that when Papa threw the missal at
Jaja, it was not just the figurines that came tumbling down, it was everything. I was only now realizing it, only
just letting myself think it.
I lay in bed after Mama left and let my mind rake through the past, through the years when Jaja and Mama and I
spoke more with our spirits than with our lips. Until Nsukka.
Nsukka started it all; Aunty Ifeoma’s little garden next to the verandah of her flat in Nsukka began to lift the
silence. Jaja’s defiance seemed to me now like Aunty Ifeoma’s experimental purple hibiscus: rare, fragrant with
the undertones of freedom, a different kind of freedom from the one the crowds waving green leaves chanted at
Government Square after the coup. A freedom to be, to do.
But my memories did not start at Nsukka. They started before, when all the hibiscuses in our front yard were a
startling red.
2
I was at my study desk when Mama came into my room, my school uniforms piled on the crook of her arm.
She placed them on my bed. She had brought them in from the lines in the backyard, where I had hung them to
dry that morning. Jaja and I washed our school uniforms while Sisi washed the rest of our clothes. We always
soaked tiny sections of fabric in the foamy water first to check if the colors would run, although we knew they
would not. We wanted to spend every minute of the half hour Papa allocated to uniform washing.
“Thank you, Mama, I was about to bring them in,” I said, getting up to fold the clothes. It was not proper to let
an older person do your chores, but Mama did not mind; there was so much that she did not mind.
“A drizzle is coming. I did not want them to get wet.” She ran her hand across my uniform, a gray skirt with a
darker-toned waistband, long enough to show no calf when I wore it.
“Nne, you’re going to have a brother or a sister.”
I stared. She was sitting on my bed, knees close together.
“You’re going to have a baby?”
“Yes.” She smiled, still running her hand over my skirt.
“When?”
“In October. I went to Park Lane yesterday to see my doctor.”
“Thanks be to God.” It was what Jaja and I said, what Papa expected us to say, when good things happened.
“Yes.” Mama let go of my skirt, almost reluctantly. “God is faithful. You know after you came and I had the
miscarriages, the villagers started to whisper. The members of our umunna even sent people to your father to urge
him to have children with someone else. So many people had willing daughters, and many of them were
university graduates, too. They might have borne many sons and taken over our home and driven us out, like Mr.
Ezendu’s second wife did. But your father stayed with me, with us.”
She did not usually say so much at one time. She spoke the way a bird eats, in small amounts.
“Yes,” I said.
Papa deserved praise for not choosing to have more sons with another woman, of course, for not choosing to
take a second wife. But then, Papa was different. I wished that Mama would not compare him with Mr. Ezendu,
with anybody; it lowered him, soiled him.
“They even said somebody had tied up my womb with ogwu.” Mama shook her head and smiled, the indulgent
smile that stretched across her face when she talked about people who believed in oracles, or when relatives
suggested she consult a witch doctor, or when people recounted tales of digging up hair tufts and animal bones
wrapped in cloth that had been buried in their front yards to ward off progress. “They do not know that God works
in mysterious ways.”
“Yes,” I said. I held the clothes carefully, making sure the folded edges were even. “God works in mysterious
ways.”
I did not know she had been trying to have a baby since the last miscarriage almost six years ago. I could not
even think of her and Papa together, on the bed they shared, custom-made and wider than the conventiconal kingsize. When I thought of affection between them, I thought of them exchanging the sign of peace at Mass, the way
Papa would hold her tenderly in his arms after they had clasped hands.
“Did school go well?” Mama asked, rising. She had asked me earlier.
“Yes..”
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“Sisi and I are cooking moi-moi for the sisters; they will be here soon,” Mama said, before going back
downstairs. I followed her and placed my folded uniforms on the table in the hallway, where Sisi would get them
for ironing.
The sisters, members of Our Lady of the Miraculous Medal prayer group, soon arrived, and their Igbo songs,
accompanied by robust hand clapping, echoed upstairs. They would pray and sing for about half an hour, and then
Mama would interrupt in her low voice, which barely carried upstairs even with my door open, to tell them she
had prepared a “little something” for them. When Sisi started to bring in the platters of moi-moi and jollof rice
and fried chicken, the women would gently chastise Mama.
“Sister Beatrice, what is it? Why have you done this? Are we not content with the anara we are offered in other
sisters’ homes? You shouldn’t have, really.”
Then a piping voice would say, “Praise the Lord!” dragging out the first word as long as she could. The
“Alleluia” response would push against the walls of my room, against the glass furnishings of the living room.
Then they would pray, asking Cod to reward Sister Beatrice’s generosity, and add more blessings to the many she
already had. Then the clink-clink-clink of forks and spoons scraping against plates would echo over the house.
Mama never used plastic cutlery, no matter how big the group was.
They had just started to pray over the food when I heard Jaja bound up the stairs. I knew he would come into
my room first because Papa was not home. If Papa was home, Jaja would go into his own room first to change.
“Ke kwanu?” I asked when he came in. His school uniform, blue shorts, and white shirt with the St. Nicholas
badge blazing from his left breast still had the ironed lines running down the front and back. He was voted neatest
junior boy last year, and Papa had hugged him so tight that Jaja thought his back had snapped.
“Fine.” He stood by my desk, flipped idly through the Introductory Technology textbook open before me.
“What did you eat?”
“Garri.”
I wish we still had lunch together, Jaja said with his eyes.
“Me, too,” I said, aloud.
Before, our driver, Kevin, would pick me up first at Daughters of the Immaculate Heart, and then we would
drive over to get Jaja at St. Nicholas. Jaja and I would have lunch together when we got home. Now, because Jaja
was in the new gifted student program at St. Nicholas, he attended after-school les sons. Papa had revised his
schedule but not mine, and I could not wait to have lunch with him. I was to have had lunch, taken my siesta, and
started studying by the time Jaja came home.
Still, Na knew what I ate for lunch every day. We had a menu on the kitchen wall that Mama changed twice a
month. But he always asked me, anyway. We did that often, asking each other questions whose answers we
already knew. Perhaps it was so that we would not ask the other questions, the ones whose answers we did not
want to know.
“I have three assignments to do,” Jaja said, turning to leave.
“Mama is pregnant,” I said. Jaja came back and sat down at the edge of my bed.
“She told you?”
“Yes. She’s due in October.” Jaja closed his eyes for a while and then opened them.
“We will take care of the baby; we will protect him.”
I knew that Jaja meant from Papa, but I did not say anything about protecting the baby. Instead, I asked,
“How do you know it will be a he?”
“I feel it. What do you think?”
“I don’t know.”
Jaja sat on my bed for a while longer before he went downstairs to have lunch; I pushed my textbook aside,
looked up, and stared at my daily schedule, pasted on the wall above me. Kambili was written in bold letters on
top of the white sheet of paper, just as Jaja was written on the schedule above Jaja’s desk in his room. I wondered
when Papa would draw up a schedule for the baby, my new brother, if he would do it right after the baby was born
or wait until he was a toddler.
Papa liked order. It showed even in the schedules themselves, the way his meticulously drawn lines, in black
ink, cut across each day, separating study from siesta, siesta from family time, family time from eating, eating
from prayer, prayer from sleep. He revised them often. When we were in school, we had less siesta time and more
study time, even on weekends. When we were on vacation, we had a little more family time, a little more time to
read newspapers, play chess or monopoly, and listen to the radio.
It was during family time the next day, a Saturday, that the coup happened. Papa had just checkmated Jaja
when we heard the martial music on the radio, the solemn strains making us stop to listen. A general with a strong
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Hausa accent came on and announced that there had been a coup and that we had a new government. We would
be told shortly who our new head of state was.
Papa pushed the chessboard aside and excused himself to use the phone in his study. Jaja and Mama and I
waited for him, silently. I knew he was calling his editor, Ade Coker, perhaps to tell him something about
covering the coup. When he came back, we drank the mango juice, which Sisi served in tall glasses, while he
talked about the coup.
He looked sad; his rectangular lips seemed to sag. Coups begat coups, he said, telling us about the bloody
coups of the sixties, which ended up in civil war just after he left Nigeria to study in England. A coup always
began a vicious cycle. Military men would always overthrow one another, because they could, because they were
all power drunk.
Of course, Papa told us, the politicians were corrupt, and the Standard had written many stones about the
cabinet ministers who stashed money in foreign bank accounts, money meant for paying teachers’ salaries and
building roads. But what we Nigerians needed was not soldiers ruling us, what we needed was a renewed
democracy.
Renewed Democracy. It sounded important, the way he said it, but then most of what Papa said sounded
important. He liked to lean back and look upwards when he talked, as though he were searching for something in
the air. I would focus on his lips, the movement, and sometimes I forgot myself, sometimes I wanted to stay like
that forever, listening to his voice, to the important things he said. It was the same way I felt when he smiled, his
face breaking open like a coconut with the brilliant white meat inside.
The day after the coup, before we left for evening benediction at St. Agnes, we sat in the living room and read
the newspa-pers; our vendor delivered the major papers every morning, four copies each, on Papa’s orders. We
read the Standard first. Only the Standard had a critical editorial, calling on the new military government to
quickly implement a return to democracy plan. Papa read one of the articles in Nigeria Today out aloud, an
opinion column by a writer who insisted that it was indeed time for a military president, since the politicians had
gone out of control and our economy was in a mess.
“The Standard would never write this nonsense,” Papa said, putting the paper down. “Not to talk of calling the
man a ‘president.’”
“‘President’ assumes he was elected,” Jaja said. “‘Head of state’ is the right term.” Papa smiled, and I wished I
had said that before Jaja had.
“The Standard editorial is well done,” Mama said.
“Ade is easily the best out there,” Papa said, with an offhand pride, while scanning another paper. “‘Change of
Guard.’ What a headline. They are all afraid. Writing about how corrupt the civilian government was, as if they
think the military will not be corrupt. This country is going down, way down.”
“God will deliver us,” I said, knowing Papa would like my saying that.
“Yes, yes,” Papa said, nodding. Then he reached out and held my hand, and I felt as though my mouth were
full of melting sugar.
3
In the following weeks, the newspapers we read during family time sounded different, more sub dued. The
Standard, too, was different; it was more critical, more questioning than it used to be. Even the drive to school
was different.
The first week after the coup, Kevin plucked green tree branches every morning and stuck them to the car,
lodged above the number plate, so that the demonstrators at Government Square would let us drive past. The
green branches meant So1idarity. Our branches never looked as bright as the demonstrators’, though, and
sometimes as we drove past, I wondered what it would be like to join them, chanting “Freedom,” standing in the
way of cars.
In later weeks, when Kevin drove past Ogui Road, there were soldiers at the roadblock near the market,
walking around, caressing their long guns. They stopped some cars and searched them. Once, I saw a man
kneeling on the road beside his Peugeot 504, with his hands raised high in the air.
But nothing changed at home. Jaja and I still followed our schedules, still asked each other questions
whose.answers we already knew. The only change was Mama’s belly: it started to bulge, softly and subtly. At first
it looked like a deflated football, but by Pentecost Sunday, it had elevated her red and gold-embroidered church
wrapper just enough to hint that it was not just the layer of cloth underneath or the knotted end of the wrapper.
The altar was decorated in the same shade of red as Mama’s wrapper. Red was the color of Pentecost.
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The visiting priest said Mass in a red robe that seemed too short for him. He was young, and he looked up
often as he read the gospel, his brown eyes piercing the congregation. He kissed the Bible slowly when he was
done. It could have seemed dramatic if someone else had done it, but with him it was not. It seemed real. He was
newly ordained, waiting to be assigned a parish, he told us. He and Father Benedict had a close mutual friend, and
he was pleased when Father Benedict asked him to visit and say Mass.
He did not say how beautiful our St. Agnes altar was, though, with its steps that glowed like polished ice
blocks. Or that it was one of the best altars in Enugu, perhaps even in the whole of Nigeria. He did not suggest, as
all the other visiting priests had, that God’s presence dwelled more in St. Agnes, that the iridescent saints on the
floor-to-ceiling stained-glass windows stopped God from leaving. And halfway through his sermon, he broke into
an Igbo song: “Bunie ya enu …”
The congregation drew in a collective breath, some sighed, some had their mouths in a big O. They were used
to Father Benedict’s sparse sermons, to Father Benedict’s pinch-your-nose monotone. Slowly they joined in. I
watched Papa purse his lips. He looked sideways to see if Jaja and I were singing and nodded approvingly when
he saw our sealed lips.
After Mass, we stood outside the church entrance, waiting while Papa greeted the people crowded around him.
“Good morning, praise God,” he said, before shaking hands with the men, hugging the women, patting the
toddlers, and tugging at the babies’ cheeks. Some of the men whispered to him, Papa whispered back, and then the
men thanked him, shaking his hand with both of theirs before leaving. Papa finally fin ished the greetings, and,
with the wide churchyard now mostly emptied of the cars that had cluttered it like teeth in a mouth, we headed to
our car.
“That young priest, singing in the sermon like a Godless leader of one of these Pentecostal churches that spring
up everywhere like mushrooms. People like him bring trouble to the church. We must remember to pray for him,”
Papa said, as he unlocked the Mercedes door and placed the missal and bulletin on the seat before turning toward
the parish residence. We always dropped in to visit Father Benedict after Mass.
“Let me stay in the car and wait, biko,” Mama said, leaning against the Mercedes. “I feel vomit in my throat.”
Papa turned to stare at her. I held my breath. It seemed a long moment, but it might have been only seconds.
“Are you sure you want to stay in the car?” Papa asked. Mama was looking down; her hands were placed on
her belly, to hold the wrapper from untying itself or to keep her bread and tea breakfast down.
“My body does not feel right,” she mumbled.
“I asked if you were sure you wanted to stay in the car.” Mama looked up.
“I’ll come with you. It’s really not that bad.”
Papa’s face did not change. He waited for her to walk toward him, and then he turned and they started to walk
to the priest’s house. Jaja and I followed. I watched Mama as we walked. Till then I had not noticed how drawn
she looked. Her skin, usually the smooth brown of groundnut paste, looked like the liquid had been sucked out of
it, ashen, like the color of cracked harmattan soil. Jaja spoke to me with his eyes: What if she vomits? I would
hold up my dress hems so Mama could throw up into it, so we wouldn’t make a big mess in Father Benedict’s
house.
The house looked as though the architect had realized too late that he was designing residential quarters, not a
church. The arch that led to the dining area looked like an altar entrance; the alcove with the cream telephone
looked ready to receive the Blessed Sacrament; the tiny study room off the living room could have been a sacristy
crammed with holy books and Mass vestments and extra chalices.
“Brother Eugene!” Father Benedict said. His pale face broke into a smile when he saw Papa. He was at the
dining table, eating. There were slices of boiled yam, like lunch, but then a plate of fried eggs, too, more like
breakfast. He asked us to join him. Papa refused on our behalf and then went up to the table to talk in muted
tones.
“How are you, Beatrice?” Father Benedict asked, raising his voice so Mama would hear from the living room.
“You don’t look well.”
“I’m fine, Father. It’s only my allergies because of the weather. you know, the clash of harmattan and rainy
season.”
“Kambili and Jaja, did you enjoy Mass, then?”
“Yes, Father.” Jaja and I spoke at the same time.
*
We left shortly afterward, a little sooner than on the usual visit to Father Benedict. Papa said nothing in the car,
his jaw moving as if he were gritting his teeth. We all stayed silent and listened to the Ave Maria on the cassette
player. When we got home, Sisi had Papa’s tea set out, in the china teapot with a tiny, ornate handle. Papa placed
his missal and bulletin on the dining table and sat down. Mama hovered by him.
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“Let me pour your tea,” she offered, although she never served Papa’s tea.
Papa ignored her and poured his tea, and then he told Jaja and me to take sips. Jaja took a sip, placed the cup
back on the saucer. Papa picked it up and gave it to me. I held it with both hands, took a sip of the Lipton tea with
sugar and milk, and placed it back on the saucer.
“Thank you, Papa,” I said, feeling the love burn my tongue.
We went upstairs to change, Jaja and Mama and I. Our steps on the stairs were as measured and as silent as our
Sundays: the silence of waiting until Papa was done with his siesta so we could have lunch; the silence of
reflection time, when Papa gave us a scripture passage or a book by one of the early church fathers to read and
meditate on; the silence of evening rosary; the silence of driving to the church for benediction afterward. Even our
family time on Sundays was quiet, without chess games or newspaper discussions, more in tune with the Day of
Rest.
“Maybe Sisi can cook lunch by herself todaym” Jaja said, when we got to the top of the curved staircase. “You
should rest before lunch, Mama.”
Mama was going to say something, but then she stopped, her hand flew to her mouth, and she hurried into her
room. I stayed to hear the sharp groans of vomiting from deep in her throat before I went into my room.
Lunch was jollof rice, fist-size chunks of azu fried until the bones were crisp, and ngwo-ngwo. Papa ate most
of the ngwongwo, his spoon swooping through the spicy broth in the glass bowl. Silence hung over the table like
the blue-black clouds in the middle of rainy season.
Only the chirping of the ochiri birds outside interrupted it. Every year, they arrived before the first rains came
and nested on the avocado tree right outside the dining room. Jaja and I sometimes found fallen nests on the
ground, nests made of entwined twigs and dried grass and bits of thread that Mama had used to plait my hair,
which the ochiri picked out of the backyard dustbin. I finished lunch first.
“Thank you, Lord. Thank you, Papa. Thank you, Mama.”
I folded my arms and waited until everybody was done so we could pray. I did not look at anybody’s face; I
focused instead on the picture of Grandfather that hung on the opposite wall.
When Papa started the prayer, his voice quavered more than usual. He prayed for the food first, then he asked
God to forgive those who had tried to thwart His will, who had put selfish desires first and had not wanted to visit
His servant after Mass. Mama’s “Amen!” resounded throughout the room.
*
I was in my room after lunch, reading James chapter five because I would talk about the Biblical roots of the
anointing of the sick during family time, when I heard the sounds. Swift, heavy thuds on my parents’ hand-carved
bedroom door. I imagined the door had gotten stuck and Papa was trying to open it. If I imagined it hard enough,
then it would be true. I sat down, closed my eyes, and started to count. Counting made it seem not that long, made
it seem not that bad. Sometimes it was over before I even got to twenty. I was at nineteen when the sounds
stopped. I heard the door open. Papa’s gait on the stairs sounded heavier, more awkward, than usual.
I stepped out of my room just as Jaja came out of his. We stood at the landing and watched Papa descend.
Mama was slung over his shoulder like the jute sacks of rice his factory workers bought in bulk at the Seme
Border. He opened the dining room door. Then we heard the front door open, heard him say something to the gate
man, Adamu.
“There’s blood on the floor,” Jaja said. “I’ll get the brush from the bathroom.”
We cleaned up the trickle of blood, which trailed away as if someone had carried a leaking jar of red
watercolor all the way downstairs. Jaja scrubbed while I wiped.
*
Mama did not come home that night, and Jaja and I had dinner alone. We did not talk about Mama. Instead, we
talked about the three men who were publicly executed two days before, for drug trafficking. Jaja had heard some
boys talking about it in school. It had been on television. The men were tied to poles, and their bodies kept
shuddering even after the bullets were no longer being pumped into them. I told Jaja what a girl in my class had
said: that her mother turned their TV off, asking why she should watch fellow human beings die, asking what was
wrong with all those people who had gathered at the execution ground.
After dinner, Jaja said grace, and at the end he added a short prayer for Mama. Papa came home when we were
in our rooms studying, according to our schedules. I was drawing pregnant stick images on the inner flap of my
Introductory Agriculture for Junior Secondary Schools when he came into my room. His eyes were swollen and
red, and somehow that made him look younger, more vulnerable.
“Your mother will be back tomorrow, about the time you get back from school. She will be fine,” he said.
“Yes, Papa.”
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I looked away from his face, back at my books. He held my shoulders, rubbing them in gentle circular
motions.
“Stand up,” he said. I stood up and he hugged me, pressed me close so that I felt the beat of his heart under his
soft chest.
*
Mama came home the next afternoon. Kevin brought her in the Peugeot 505 with the factory name emblazoned
on the passenger door, the one that often took us to and from school. Jaja and I stood waiting by the front door,
close enough for our shoulders to touch, and we opened the door before she got to it.
“Umu m,” she said, hugging us. “My children.”
She wore the same white T-shirt with GOD IS LOVE written on the front. Her green wrapper hung lower than
usual on her waist; it had been knotted with a lazy effort at the side. Her eyes were vacant, like the eyes of those
mad people who wandered around the roadside garbage dumps in town, pulling grimy, torn canvas bags with their
life fragments inside.
“There was an accident, the baby is gone,” she said.
I moved back a little, stared at her belly. It still looked big, still pushed at her wrapper in a gentle arc. Was
Mama sure the baby was gone? I was still staring at her belly when Sisi came in. Sisi’s cheekbones were so high
they gave her an angular, eerily amused expression, as if she were mocking you, laughing at you, and you would
never know why.
“Good afternoon, Madam, nno,” she said. “Will you eat now or after you bathe?”
“Eh?” For a moment Mama looked as though she did not know what Sisi had said. “Not now, Sisi, not now.
Get me water and a towel.”
Mama stood hugging herself in the center of the living room, near the glass table, until Sisi brought a plastic
bowl of water and a kitchen towel. The étagère had three shelves of delicate glass, and each one held beige balletdancing figurines. Mama started at the lowest layer, polishing both the shelf and the figurines. I sat down on the
leather sofa closest to her, close enough to reach out and straighten her wrapper.
“Nne, this is your study time. Go upstairs,” she said.
“I want to stay here.” She slowly ran the cloth over a figurine, one of its matchstick-size legs raised high in the
air, before she spoke.
“Nne, go.”
I went upstairs then and sat staring at my textbook. The black type blurred, the letters swimming into one
another, and then changed to a bright red, the red of fresh blood. The blood was watery, flowing from Mama,
flowing from my eyes.
Later, at dinner, Papa said we would recite sixteen different novenas. For Mama’s forgiveness. And on Sunday,
the first Sunday of Trinity, we stayed back after Mass and started the novenas. Father Benedict sprinkled us with
holy water. Some of the holy water landed on my lips, and I tasted the stale saltiness of it as we prayed. If Papa
felt Jaja or me beginning to drift off at the thirteenth recitation of the Plea to St. Jude, he suggested we start all
over. We had to get it right. I did not think, I did not even think to think, what Mama needed to be forgiven for. …
120.83 1. The Tortoise And The Goat 2. The Woman Who Boasted Of Her Children 3. The Maltreatted Child And
Her Mother 4. The Boy Who Lavished His Father’s Wealth 5. The Two Sons Who Wanted To Succeed Their
Father 6. Onara And Uze 7. The King And His Wives 8. The Goat And The Rabbit 9. About A Goat And A Boy:
Nine Folktales\fn{by Mrs. Justina Odo (before 1982- )} Nsukka, Enugu State, Nigeria (F) 6
1
All animals fed well until the outbreak of an epidemic which caused a famine in the land. Tortoise was hungry
and his family suffered, too.
The famine notwithstanding, Goat and his twelve children fared extremely well; they had plenty to eat and
drink. This puzzled Tortoise. He could not understand why his friend the goat fared better than he did. If he could
not feed his three children, how could the goat, with twelve children?
One day Tortoise went to Goat to suggest that both of them could avert starvation if they teamed up to steal.
“Why steal?” asked Goat. “Instead of stealing we may go to seek for alms from people.”
“This is not just ordinary stealing,” explained Tortoise. “We’re not going to steal from anybody; we’re
primarily interested in stealing from our close friends.”
So it was that the two friends agreed to steal from a friend’s barn. Tortoise was working for this friend. At the
close of the day’s work, he made sure he made a tiny opening in the barn. Late at night, the two thieves raided
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their friend’s farm. They dug up yams and devoured myriads of palm fruits. From time to time, Tortoise went to
the opening through which they entered the farm in order to size his stomach. This surreptitious activity continued
for a long time.
Goat was resting near a cluster of palm fruits when the owner of the farm carne in. Tortoise quickly fled the
farm but Goat was caught and killed. The farmer claimed Goat’s wife and children.
If the head of a household is lost, the rest of the family is scattered. Who will consent to be friendly with
Tortoise?
2
Once upon a time there were two women. One had many children while the other had none.
The woman without a child was feeling so lonely that she decided to look for a maid who would also serve as
her companion. She went to her neighbor. This neighbor refused to let one of her many children live with the
lonely woman.
“My children are not for sale,” she arrogantly told the guest. “I shall not live to see them in other people’s
homes.”
But soon her children started to leave their home as they grew older. The girls all got married and followed
their husbands. The boys got married and took their wives with them to distant places. At this time, the one that
was once barren had had several pregnancies, and her home was filled with children.
One day her unkind neighbor came to her to enquire if she would allow any of her children to stay with her.
She had forgotten her rudeness to the very woman from whom she now expected a favor. But her host had not
forgotten. She ridiculed the guest with a song:
No. No. No. No-No
Children are not for sale
No-No-No-No-No
Children are not for sale.

The guest, now desperate, pointed at one of the girls and asked:
“May I go with this girl? How much shall I pay you for her services?” The mother was not impressed; she sang
again:
No-No-No-No-No
Children are not for sale
No-No-No-No-No
Children are not for sale.

The distraught woman went home to seek other people’s intervention. But the woman with many children
living with her was not moved. She simply explained why she would not listen to her neighbor. All those present
blamed the unkind woman who had years back refused to help a friend and neighbor.
She wept and wept.
3
A man had two wives. Both women had one child each. The man died. Soon one of the two wives died too.
Not long after the death of one of the wives, the remaining woman had another child. She had now two children.
After cooking, she placed the food of the orphan on a rafter. The boy tried hard to reach the food but failed.
This happened several times. The orphan went to the mother’s grave and cried:
Mother, mother
Ayara
Mother, mother
Ayara
A woman like you
Ayara
Cooked and placed her children's food on the floor
Ayara
But placed mine on a rafter
Ayara
An orphan tried to reach it unsuccessfully
Ayara
Tears filled my eyes because of mother's death

637

Ayara

There was rumbling of the grave. It seemed the grave would open. But it did not. The next day the same thing
happened. The stepmother denied her stepson the meal she had prepared for her own children. The orphan began
to sing again.
Mother, mother
Ayara
Mother, mother
Ayara
A woman like you
Ayara
Cooked and placed her children's food on the floor
Ayara
But placed mine on a rafter
Ayara
An orphan tried to reach it unsuccessfully
Ayara
Tears filled my eyes because of mother's death
Ayara

As soon as he had finished his song, the grave opened, and his mother appeared. She began to cook meals for
her lone son. The younger son of the wicked woman died. Then the mother followed. The mother of the oncemaltreated son began to maltreat the orphan. He, too, began to sing for the mother to appear, but she did not. He
died shortly afterwards.
4
A man had two wives and several sons. He was very, very rich and had a lot of possessions; and every member
of the family was well taken care of.
One day, one of the sons went to him to ask for his own share of the wealth. This son was not the oldest. He
wanted to leave the town with his own property.
“Why ask for the will, son?” asked the astonished father. “I am not going to die tomorrow, I hope.”
But the son would not hear this. He was exceedingly eager to have his father’s property divided.
The father called him.
“Son, I’m sure you know how many vehicles I have. Do you think I am wealthy?”
“I know you are wealthy, father,” answered the son.
“Now, tell me, son! Which do you think will be greater: my current wealth or my future wealth?”
“Your future wealth, sir,” replied the son.
“Well answered, son,” replied the father. And he then proceeded to give a portion of his wealth to the young
son.
He gave the fortune-seeking son eight fowls, two lorries, seven sheep, two hundred barns of yams, and some
cars. The father had a total of eight hundred barns of yams. He thanked his father and left the town.
He settled in another town. Here, he lived in a most ostentatious manner. He bought buildings which he gave
out to people. He bought drinks daily for all the people in the town. Women came from distant lands to receive his
favors.
Eighteen years later, he found himself impoverished. He had sold all his property. At home, his father was
doing well. His brothers were very modest; they refused to touch their father’s wealth. They had to fend for
themselves, they argued. The oldest son was particularly modest. One day the father called him for an intimate
discussion.
“Why do you punish yourself, my son? Is my money not yours? Help yourself to my wealth.”
The son thanked him and made a brief speech which ended with a proverb: the flooding of ponds is the life of
fishes.
The son who had lavished his father’s wealth could no longer feed himself. He went to a friend to solicit his
help.
“I want you to hire me as one of your servants,” he begged the friend.
“Although I am anxious to help,” started the friend, “I do not think it is in your best interest to work for me.
Why don’t you return to your father and ask him to employ you as a servant? Go home and think about my
suggestion. If tomorrow you tell me you still wish to work for me, I shall be willing to sign you on.”
The next morning saw him in his friend’s house. He had thought the matter over, he said, and was ready to
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return to the father. He shook hands with his friend.
“When you return to your father,” began his friend, “apologize to him for your bad life. Ask for forgiveness.”
He collected the few rags that were his only possessions and set out for home. News of his departure had
preceded his arrival, and his father had already prepared a big welcome for him. Drummers and dancers were
engaged to entertain this son whom he thought lost. He ran out to welcome him when he sighted him from a
distance. As soon as father and son met, the boy knelt down, confessed his “sins” and asked for forgiveness.
“Accept me, father, not as your son but as one of your servants.”
The father ordered cows and goats to be slaughtered and a big feast was prepared. Passers-by were invited in.
There was happiness in the family.
5
A king had two wives; one wife had two children while the other had none. The king was fond of the wife that
had children for him. His fondness for her was such that he completely neglected his other wife.
Soon, the maltreated wife had a child of her own, a boy. When this boy grew up, the king called all his three
sons and told them that his falstaff\fn{ This word does not appear in Webster’s Second Unabridged except, of course, as a proper
name (Sir John Falstaff, the character in The Merry Wives of Windsor and Henry IV); but the character is there defined as a fat and
convivial braggart, irresistible in his wit and impudence .} was missing and whoever that found it would succeed him.

The three sons began feverishly to search for the coveted prize. It was the son of the despised wife who found
it. He took it to his father, but because the king did not like his mother, he called all his sons together to find out if
the lone child was speaking the truth.
“No! No! I found it, father,” shouted one of the sons of the loved wife. To complicate matters, his brother
supported him.
Their father was placed in a difficult position. He told the two sons that he would arrange a test for them.
Whichever of them that passed the test would become the next king. He then called on their mothers.
“I want to organize a competition for two of my sons,” he told them. “Your role should be to prepare meals for
them. Each one would prepare a very delicious meal for her son. The son that finishes his meal first will be my
successor.”
On the appointed day, the loved wife cooked her own meal hours before the scheduled time. Of course, her
intention was to cheat and rob her rival’s son of his well-deserved crown. When the king announced that the
cooking had commenced, the hated woman began to cook for her loved son. The loved wife had already done her
cooking. The two dishes were set before the two princes. Because the son of the dishonest wife had a cold meal,
he had no difficulty in finishing it. The son of the honest but despised wife, on the other hand, had considerable
difficulty eating up all his food since it was very hot. He was, therefore, robbed of the crown. The king
pronounced the other son his successor and began to groom him for eventual succession to the throne.
The son of the honest wife began to lament his lot.
Hot soup has robbed me of my prize
Mgbe aba, mgbe tekere ja
Hot food has robbed me of my prize
Mgbe aba, mgbe tekere ja
The life of an orphan is bad
Mgbe aba, mgbe tekere ja

The king heard his son’s lamentation, and immediately set up a board of inquiry. He soon found out that the
son of the maltreated wife was the one who really found his falstaff. He, therefore, reversed his decision.
6
Once upon a time, a young girl and a young man met. They wanted to get married, but the girl’s parents
objected to their proposal. They wanted a rich prince to marry their daughter. But the young girl did not share
their views. As far as the parents were concerned, their prospective son-in-law was poor.
“If you give me good reasons,” argued their daughter, “I will agree. But the point you make of poverty is
unacceptable to me. No condition is permanent. The world is like a new palm frond. It dies when there is excess
heat, and a new one replaces it.”
The girl’s brothers—they were twelve in the family—asked her to marry the young man if she was really
interested in him. Accordingly, the suitor was asked to go ahead with the traditional requirements. He was
encouraged to start with wine. In addition to the other things brought, he gave a cow to his bride’s family.
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After fulfilling the stipulated requirements, the man took the girl away as his wife. She soon became pregnant.
Meanwhile, the parents of the bridegroom were seething with rage. They had asked their son not to marry the girl.
But he had disobeyed them.
The name of this young, pregnant wife was Onwanetiana. Onwanetiana gave birth to a girl called Ahaorie.
Ahaorie became pregnant when she attained womanhood.
One day she wanted a fruit called utu and begged several animals to help her procure it. But they all refused to
help. The only exception was Uze.\fn{An uze is animal that resembles a squirrel .} Tortoise was angry that Uze helped
the pregnant woman.
Ahaorie gave birth to a girl on the very day she ate the utu fruit. Her baby was named Onara. When Onara
grew up, many young men wanted to marry her, including Tortoise. But Ahaorie rejected all these suitors. Then
came Uze. He did not know that Onara was the daughter of the woman he had once helped. Neither did Ahaorie.
Onara accepted Uze as the husband.
Tortoise was angry. He summoned all the animals and urged them to nullify the marriage. All the animals met
and decided on a series of wrestling matches. The overall victor would be Onara’s husband.
An animal called Mkpodu was the first to challenge Uze. Mkpodu had a very strong head. Tortoise asked him
to wound Uze with his strong head so as to win the contest. As the contest progressed, Onara began to sing:
My husband, Uze
Bele oja bele bele
My husband, Uze
Bele oja bele bele
Carry him and kill
Bele oja bele bele

Mkpodu died trying to win the wrestling contest.
The next animal to appear was the antelope. Onara began to sing again:
My husband, Uze
Bele oja bele bele
My husband, Uze
Bele oja bele bele
Carry him an d kill
Bele oja bele bele

The antelope broke his hand and gave up the attempt to marry Onara.
Then appeared the monkey. As usual, Onara took up her song to encourage her husband.
My husband, Uze
Bele oja bele bele
My husband, Uze
Bele oja bele bele .
Carry him and kill
Dele oja bele bele

Uze took the monkey by the tail. The latter surrendered because of an injury.
The last animal to challenge Uze was no other than Tortoise. He tried several tricks in order to win the
wrestling bout. Whenever Uze got hold of his opponent, Tortoise shouted that Uze was holding a rope. As the
contest appeared tough, Onara began to sing again:
My husband, Uze
Dele oja bele bele
My husband, Uze
Dele oja bele bele
Carry him and kill

Uze took Tortoise and killed him and was then officially declared Onara’s husband. Their families danced and
danced as they escorted the new couple home. The families of the defeated animals went home dejected.
7
A king had a wife whom he liked very much. He so much loved her that he tried always to make her
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comfortable and happy. This woman had four sons for him.
One day she came to the husband to say that it would be a good idea to get another wife for him. She (the
second wife) would have the responsibility of looking after the king and four little children if the first wife died.
“But I do not have any money with which to marry,” the king protested. “You forget that your husband is a
poor king.”
“Money will not be a hindrance,” replied his wife. “If you approve of the suggestion, I shall see what I can do
for you.”
Because he loved the wife very much, the king was most reluctant to have a second woman in his palace. But
when he was convinced that his darling wife had his interest in mind, he conceded to her wishes. Accordingly, he
gave his blessing to the arrangement.
His wife set about looking for a suitable second wife for him. She was told about a certain spinster near their
palace. Having made the necessary enquiries, she carried palm wine to the girl’s father. Drinking became the
order of the day in this family since the king’s wife kept on bringing wine. As the betrothal formalities were being
satisfied, the queen took a big cow to the girl’s father. The traditional dowry was fixed at forty (of the local
currency).
The bride left her father’s house to go with the king and his family. She did not go to stay with the king
immediately; rather, she stayed with the king’s first wife, who was to take care of her and teach her all that was
required to make her a good housewife.
One day the king called his first wife and wanted to know why she had not released the new wife to him. His
argument was that since she had married her (the new bride) for him, to take care of the royal household in the
event of the first wife’s death, it was only proper that she should start living with him to get used to all the royal
protocols.
The first wife reluctantly released her ‘co-wife’ to the husband.
Within the next twelve months, the new wife had a child. The king’s affection began to change: he was now all
out for the second wife. Although the first wife was not taken care of now, she was allowed to live in the palace
with her children.
One day one of the children of the neglected wife picked a falstaff. According to the tradition of the land, any
reigning monarch who was able to own a falstaff would be accorded the highest honor ever bestowed on any
individual. And anyone responsible for the king’s possession of the falstaff (if the king did not get it himself)
would succeed the king in the event of his death. This meant that the picker of the falstaff would be the next king
after the reigning monarch.
Because the king no longer loved his first wife, he said it was one of the second wife’s sons who had found the
falstaff. The first wife and her children were terribly distressed. The picker of the coveted royal instrument began
to sing:
My father now has a falstaff
Mgbe ebe mgbe ebe yere re
A child with a mother like mine has taken my prize
Mgbe ebe mgbe ebe yere re
A child with a father like mine has taken my prize
Mgbe ebe mgbe ebe yere re
The world is cruel to the poor
Mgbe ebe mgbe ebe yere re
The father of the poor is God
Mgbe ebe mgbe ebe yere re
The mother of the poor is the Virgin Mary
Mgbe ebe mgbe ebe yere re

Passers-by who heard the song were stunned. They called the boy to get all the relevant details. Having heard
the boy’s case, they selected a few people to go and see the king about the son’s allegations.
The king was angry.
“Why do you come to me as if I’m just an ordinary citizen?” he bellowed. “Don’t I have the right to choose my
successor?”
The delegates were angry. They told the chief that even though he had decided on his successor, they were not
ready to recognize his choice. As far as they were concerned, they told him, the picker of the falstaff would be
their next king. They then stormed out of the palace.
8
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In the days of old, the rabbit and the goat were great friends. Their friendship was such a good one that they
spent about three-quarters of their time together. They were both hard-working but slept very little; they
considered sleep a waste of time. Hunting was their main pastime.
One evening they were out hunting when a hungry-looking lion accosted them. The goat knew what danger
faced them and decided to save himself at the expense of his friend.
“My great-grandfather, I salute you.”
The hungry lion ignored the goat’s felicitations. Undeterred, the goat went nearer the starving animal and
offered his salutations again .
“Look here, I'm hungry and I need something to eat. Remember that a hungry man is an angry man.”
“I shall find you something to eat,” the goat promised him.
He left the lion and went back to his friend, the rabbit, who had been waiting for him behind a thicket. He
lured the rabbit to the lion. To the goat’s utter disbelief, the lion left the rabbit and held him (the goat) tightly. He
pleaded for mercy, but the lion held him fast. It was not until he had feasted on the goat that rabbit knew what had
happened and took to his heels.
9
A man and his wife had a goat. The man died, and his widow’s only source of income was her goat. The
widow’s goat entered a neighbor’s barn and ate up all his yams. It then entered another neighbor’s kitchen. In this
kitchen, a young boy was roasting a yam. As soon as this boy had gone into another room to bring palm oil, the
goat devoured his yam. And in anger, he killed her.
The hungry boy began to sing:
Mother ho ho
Kparn bele
Mother went to the market
Kparn bele
And gave a piece of yarn
Kparn bele
As I went to collect palm oil
Kparn bele
God’s goat ate it
Kparn bele
And I killed God’s goat
Kparn bele

The boy’s stepmother said that he would no longer be her stepson. He should, therefore, look for a place of his
own. The boy went to a river and jumped in. But a good swimmer rescued him. He then took this little boy to his
stepmother. The stepmother said she would not take him in unless he bought her another goat.
The boy took a knife and stabbed himself to death.
120.89 1. Famine In The Land Of Animals 2. A Husband, His Two Wives, And Their Children 3. Utete And
Omaraute 4. The Father Who Ill-Advised His Daughter 5. The Cripple And His Parents: Five Folktales\fn{by Mrs.
Beatrice Ozikio (before 1982- )} Nsukka, Enugu State, Nigeria (F) 4
1
There was famine in the land of animals. All animals, including tortoise, experienced the shortage of food. It
was a relief, therefore, when the lion announced that he was throwing a party for all his friends. All animals were
expected to take up new names for the august occasion. Tortoise chose for himself the name “All-of-you.”
When the party began, the host brought drinks, food, and meat, which he announced were meant for “all of
you.” Since this was the name chosen by Tortoise, he ate all the food alone. Before dismissing his guests, the lion
brought pieces of meat. The guests were to take these home. But as usual, he said the meat was for “all of you.”
Tortoise put these pieces in a bag and went home.
Aja\fn{An aja is a bird of the wren family .} entered the bag unnoticed. On reaching home, he put his hand into the
bag to help himself to some meat. But he was surprised to hear a voice.
“Be careful, mister. Make sure you don’t blind me,” Aja rebuked him angrily. Having said this, Aja flew out of
the bag and perched on the head of Tortoise’s son.
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“Don’t move your head. Steady now,” Tortoise urged his son.
He took a knife, aimed at Aja, and let go. Of course, Aja flew away. But Tortoise had already killed his only
son.
Next he perched on the head of Tortoise. Tortoise thought of a way of getting rid of the intruder forever.
“Say, my friend,” he beckoned on a passer-by, “is any bird on my head?”
“Yes!” replied the passer-by.
Tortoise did not feel like touching his head lest Aja decided to fly away before getting his punishment. He
climbed a palm tree, took an aim, and fell. Of course, Aja flew away.
Tortoise broke his shell. He called an ant, who stitched the pieces together. Tortoise in appreciation, joined the
two pieces of the ant together. Ant had been split in two during a fight the same day.
This explains why Tortoise has a shell full of patches and why the ant has a tapered body.
2
Once upon a time, a man had two wives. The first wife had several children but the second wife had only one
son. The first wife was a very cruel woman. She hated her co-wife and secretly planned to kill her.
One night she obtained some juju which she used to kill her; she stealthily dragged her under the bed. The next
morning, there was commotion in the family. The husband naïvely believed that his second wife had died of
natural causes.
Although she had killed her colleague, wife number one was not happy. She was anxious to slaughter the only
child of the deceased co-wife. She was fearful that this small boy would usurp his father’s property on growing
up.
There were many reasons why she should be afraid. For one thing, this boy was growing faster than her own
children. For another, he was unusually intelligent. And for yet another, she was worried that the spirit of the
murdered co-wife would soon strangle her to death.
She, therefore, plotted to have the little boy killed. The little boy shared a bed with one of his step-mother’s
children. The name of the boy was Odimegwu. One night, the evil woman took a hot rod to kill her step-son. Her
own son usually slept at the side of the bed that faced the door while the step-son slept near the wall. On this
particular night, however she made her step-son sleep near the tip of the bed, the rationale being that it would be
easy to get at him. When she thought the two boys were asleep, she took a flaming rod with which to murder the
innocent boy. But the step-son knew about this design and began to cry.
“Go to sleep!” she instructed the boy. “Do you not feel sleepy?”
A few minutes later she went back to the room to carry out her project. But again, the boy began to cry. The
father came out to find out what was wrong.
“Oh, it is just this naughty boy. He may be having nightmare,” replied the stepmother.
The father went back to bed. The young stepson sought for an escape. He hit on an expedient. Quickly, he
exchanged positions with his half-brother. Before dawn, the evil woman came into the room and killed her son,
thinking she had actually killed the son of her dead rival. She then went back to sleep.
At five o’clock, her husband woke up to go to the farm. His wife was supposed to go with him, but she was
dilly-dallying in the house. The man had to go without her.
“Come to the farm after preparing breakfast for the children,” he enjoined her. He then left without her. It took
her over two hours to fix breakfast for the children. She placed the food in different dishes, placed these on rafters
for the kids, and left for the farm.
As soon as she left the house, the stepson took the bush. He began to sing about Odimegwu, the boy who was
killed by the mother.
I’m thinking; I’m thinking about Odimegwu
Odimegwu, my brother, Odimegwu, my brother
Odimegwu, your mother has killed you
Thinking it was I
Odimegwu—oo
Odimegwu—oo

Passers-by who heard his song implored him not to sing that “awful” song again. He did not listen to them.
At the farm his father and stepmother were getting ready to return home. The man left the wife behind when
the latter was wasting too much time. On his way home, he was met by people who told him the story of the
bizarre episode. He called his son, and the little boy sang his song again. For the third time.
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He quietly went to his room and took a machete. This he sharpened. He than awaited the return of the
murderer.
The woman was wailing with difficulty. Passers-by teased her.
“Go home and see what you’ve done.”
Just as she was about to enter the compound, she was felled down with a quick blow. Her hands, legs, and head
were severed from her body.
3
A couple had two daughters named Utete and Omaraute. Utete was the older of the sisters.
Their parents went to farm one morning and left a piece of yam for them to cook at lunch-time. The girls were
advised to observe two interdictions. First, they should not allow smoke to escape to the outside. Second, they
should make sure they did not make too much noise when they pounded their yam. These injunctions were
necessary because enemies were roaming looking for children to kidnap.
Utete and her sister, Omaraute, violated these prohibitions; the consequence was that two groups of enemies—
Agha Enu and Agha Ani—raided the home and captured the two young sisters. Agha Enu took Utete while Agha
Ani took Omaraute.
Utete had a child in her new home. And for a nurse, her sister was hired.
Utete maltreated her maid. She did not know the maid was Omaraute. But the latter suspected that her mistress
was her own sister. She did not mention this to Utete for fear of the repercussions. Each time she was alone with
her niece, she would sing her a lullaby.
Utete, my sister, Utete, my sister
Dorimado
Mother gave us a piece of yam
Dorimado
Father gave us a piece of yam
Dorimado
But asked us not to allow smoke to escape
Dorimado
Utete allowed smoke to escape
Dorimado
Asked us not to pound heavily on the mortar
Dorimado
Utete pounded on the mortar gbowi
Dorimado
Agha Enu appeared; Agha Ani appeared
Dorimado
Agha Enu took Utete
Dorimado
Agha Ani took Omaraute
Dorimado
Sister does not recognize sister
Dorimado
The treatment sister gives her sister isn’t good
Dorimado

One day Utete overheard her maid singing. She called her in and asked for an explanation. Both sisters were
reunited.
They planned an escape which they successfully carried out. They went back to their old parents.
4
A man married a certain woman but was unable to get along well with her because she talked too much. This
woman often got herself and the husband in trouble because of her garrulity. The man had to send her away and
look for another wife.
The girl’s father was angry. Without making any effort to bring the daughter and the estranged husband
together, he issued an injunction that his daughter should never talk again, if ever she had the good fortune of
remarrying.
“Remember you must always be silent,” he entreated her, “to be seen but not to be heard.”
A man who had a wife already came to marry her. She would be his wife number two. Wife number one,
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although she had several children, was indeed a wicked woman. She did horrible things in the family but accused
the second wife of committing those atrocities. On one occasion, she killed her husband’s pregnant goat and said
that her co-wife was responsible for the mischief.
“Why should my wife behave so foolishly?” the husband mused. “Is it anyone’s fault that she has never been
pregnant in her life?”
He summoned the accused woman to his room. She did not say a word.
“You’ve always been known as a talkative woman,” he reminded her. “Why then did you refuse to talk in my
house?”
On another occasion, the first wife defecated in their common kitchen and charged her colleague with the
offence. As usual, wife number two did not utter a word in self-defence. But when everyone was away, she began
to sing to herself:
What wife number one did
Zamiriza
What wife number one did
Zamiriza
Wife number one killed a pregnant goat
Zamiriza
But said it was I who did it
Zamiriza
Wife number one defecated in the kitchen
Zamiriza
But said it was I who did it
Zarniriza

Not satisfied with her brand of defence, she decided to confront her husband. For the very first time. Her
husband was placed in a state of predicament. What would he do? Who was telling the truth and who was lying to
him?
He decided to find out. The parents of both women were summoned to his house. He explained to them in a
most polite way why he had asked them to come.
The father of wife number two explained away his daughter’s unwillingness to talk. This explanation,
however, did not indicate that she had not committed the said offences.
The services of a diviner were sought. The medicine man required a big fowl and some yams as his
consultation fee. When the fee was paid, he communicated with their ancestors.
Wife number one was found guilty. In the presence of everyone, the guilty one was filled; she was required to
give her husband some casks of palm wine, yams, fowls and a goat.
5
A couple had a child. This boy was a cripple. The parents were tired of looking after him, and one day they
decided to abandon him. But while they were discussing their plan, the cripple overheard them. Early the next
day, the couple deserted their home. Their child was left with the maid. But the maid was also getting ready to flee
the village. The cripple knew about her plan and held her by the hand.
“Take me with you,” he insisted.
The maid had to carry him. When they passed a certain big forest, the boy asked the maid to put him down. He
then explained that he was going to look for his parents. The maid was very pleased with this unexpected good
fortune. Having put him on the ground, she took to her heels.
The boy, who was now able to walk, entered the forest. He climbed the first tree he saw and fell down. This he
did seven times.
An old creature that was partly human and partly animal gave him a carrying pad with the instruction to put the
pad on his head throughout his travels. He should stop wherever this carrying pad fell down. The boy thanked the
strange creature and continued on his journey.
He passed a beautiful, deserted village and wished that his pad would fall. But it did not. When he came to an
ugly-looking forest, his heart beat faster than usual. He prayed to his ancestors for help; he would be the last
person to want to stop here. However, he was powerless to stave off what was in store for him.
His pad fell, and immediately the jungle was cleared. Instead of shrubs, plants, and trees, there now were
buildings and people. The little boy became the king of this new-found land.
One morning, his steward prepared his breakfast of rice and stew. But a strange thing happened. The breakfast
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ran away to a community where a great famine ravished the entire population. The parents of the king were living
in this community. They jumped for joy when they saw food in their midst. Hurriedly washing their hands, they
sat down to eat.
Alas! The food began to move. The hungry couple pursued it with a knife and club. The unscheduled race
ended at the king’s palace. Here, the food stopped, and the starving couple ate to their satisfaction. When they had
rested, they were taken to the king.
“Do you recognize me?” he asked the couple.
The couple could not recognize him.
“I'm your son. Your crippled son whom you abandoned to die. Because I am not as cruel as you, I’m not going
to kill you.”
He ordered his servants to take good care of his aging parents. The couple never experienced hardship again.
120.93 1. Amasa And Husband 2. Nkiruka And Her Husband: Two Folktales\fn{by Mrs. Regina Umeasiegbu (before
1982- )} Uke, Nasarawa State, Nigeria (F) 1
1
A man had a wife called Amasa. She was pretty. Very pretty indeed.
Amasa went to the market. She neither sold any of her goods nor returned to her husband in time. She spent
the time with her numerous boyfriends.
People knew of her extra-marital activities and came from time to time to report to her husband. The husband
knew that all the adverse reports about Amasa were true. He, therefore, went to a medicine man to prepare a
powerful juju to be used against the wayward wife.
On her return one day, children greeted her as they usually did. The juju prepared against her by the husband
began to sing:
Children, why greet Amasa?
Kenedili Amasa
Children, why greet Amasa?
Kenedili Amasa
Since yesterday we went
We neither bought nor sold
Kenedili Amasa
We slept on men’s beds
Kenedili Amasa

Amasa was stunned. She searched her basket and trays but found nothing. Her co-wife came out to greet her,
whereupon the juju began to sing again.
Co-wife, why greet Amasa?
Kenedili Amasa
Co-wife, why greet Amasa?
Kenedili Amasa
Since yesterday we went
We neither bought nor sold
Kenedili Amasa
We slept on men’s beds
Kenedili Amasa

Amasa did not know what to do with herself. The husband came out of his room to welcome Amasa. The same
song was sung.
Husband, why greet Amasa?
Kenedili Amasa
Husband, why greet Amasa?
Kenedili Amasa
Since yesterday we went
Kenedili Amasa
We neither bought nor sold
Kenedili Amasa
We slept on men's beds .
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Kenedili Amasa

The husband appeared to be surprised; like everyone else. Later he told the wife the meaning of it all.
2
A man had a wife called Nkiruka. This woman always called her husband “that man;” she was a nagging wife
and a lazy one too. The husband always tried to make her happy.
But Nkiruka was not the type of woman to be pleased. She just kept on nagging and nagging the husband. The
husband even fetched water for his wife. This happened several times.
One day Nkiruka went to the stream herself to fetch water. She stepped into the muddy. stream. Her legs
became stuck in the mud. She tried to free her legs but failed.
As she was battling with her captor, she saw her husband returning from work. She began to sing.
That man, welcome back
Enene
Who is greeting me?
Enene
It’s Irukaku, daughter of the wealthy
Enene
My hand got stuck and can’t be freed
Enene

The husband ignored her and continued his journey. On getting home, he found there was no water in the
house. He then took a pitcher and went for water.
Nkiruka saw him and began her mournful song.
That man, welcome
Enene
Who's greeting me?
Enene
It’s Irukaku, daughter of the wealthy
Enene
My hand got stuck and can’t be freed
Enene
My leg got stuck and can’t be freed
Enene

The husband ignored her. He took water and went home. There was no firewood in the home. He had to go to
collect some.
His wife, Nkiruka, saw him and began to sing. This time, she did not call him “that man.”
My husband, welcome
Enene
Who is greeting me?
Enene
It’s Irukaku, your wife
Enene
My hand got stuck and can’t be freed
Enene
My leg got stuck and can’t be freed
Enene

The husband asked the mud to release his wife. It did so.
They then went home together.
254.179 Excerpt from Eyo\fn{by Abidemi Sanusi (c.1980- )} Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria (F) 10
1
“Iced water! Iced water! Don’t let the heat of the day take you down! Buy iced water!”
647

The girl calling out her wares walked carefully and purposely, with the confidence of someone used to
negotiating her way around plastic bags of human waste on the road. She held on to a boy walking next to her. The
boy looked about eight and was carrying a tray filled with melting ice as well.
The girl couldn’t have been more than ten years old although it was hard to tell. Her eyes were brown,
“clear”—the girl’s mother said—fringed with rather long lashes. Her nose wasn’t anything special, rather snub, if
truth be told, hovering above full lips. If she was indeed ten, then she was rather small in size for someone of her
age, thin, as opposed to underweight, with even thinner arms that looked like reeds. There was strength in those
arms; you could tell by the way one hand held on to the tray on her head and the other held on to the boy’s hand
with the tenacity of a warrior queen from days past.
“Iced water!” The girl called out again in a nasal singsong. Her voice rang out clear at first before it was
drowned out by other hawkers.
“Slippers! Buy fine slippers!”
“Fresh bread! Buy tasty fresh bread!” Not to be outdone, the boy and the girl cried out again in perfect nasal
symphony.
“Iced water! Fresh! Let our iced water cool you in the sun!”
On the roadside, stalls were lined up cheek by jowl against each other, their brightly coloured cornucopia weighing
down the rickety tables. They offered many wares from meat and biscuits, to car parts, watches and other
unidentifiable items. The road itself belched with cars, lorries, vans, motorcycles and herds of animals stuck in tedious
traffic. The incessant din of car horns, bus conductors, traders and buyers haggling all rose up to the ears of the sun
which responded by beating down its merciless rays on the seething mass of humanity below, as if to remind them
that they were its captive. Like they needed reminding.
The girl and the boy were in Ajegunle—a seething, sprawling slum on the swampy marshes of the Lagos lagoon,
west of Lagos Island. It was separated from the opulence of Apapa and TinCan ports by a canal, with a reputation for
being the most violent, notorious and criminal ghetto in Nigeria. Called AJ City by its residents and aptly named Jungle
City by others—which the residents preferred to Ajegunle—with its narrow, untarred streets, winding alleys and shanty
settlements, Ajegunle stands defiant on reclaimed marshes, surrounded by decomposing garbage, burning wood and
rotting animal carcasses, a relic from the abattoir on the aptly named Malu (cow) Road, the entryway into Jungle City.
The boy that the girl was holding attempted to break free from her hold. The girl looked around for what prompted
this action. She didn’t have to look far before she spotted it, a punctured ball, black with dirt, a few feet away from
them.
“No, Lanre,” the girl said firmly.
“Eyo, let me,” the boy said twisting his arms, wriggling to break free.
“Lanre, I said ‘no’. We’re almost done. We’re going home soon,” Eyo said.
Lanre didn’t answer. He jerked his arm with determined force and freed it from Eyo's hand.
“Lanre, no!” Eyo called out.
Lanre half-ran towards the ball, one hand balancing the tray on his head. He stopped short when he came
against a dark brown shirt, stained with grease. He looked up and encountered a cruel face.
“Give me your money,” the face said, pushing him. Lanre went back a few steps, with his hand still on his tray.
He looked back at his sister in fear. She held out her free hand towards him. Lanre walked back quickly and
grabbed it.
“You have to kill me first,” Eyo said to the man, and she meant it. The thought of going home empty handed
and facing her father gave her the strength of Samson. She tightened her grip on her brother with one hand and on
her tray with the other.
“Ole! Thief! Gbomogbomo, child stealer!” she screamed, pointing at the man.
Heads turned. The splitting din of the traffic, frayed tempers and even the heat seemed to be suspended
temporarily. The smell of blood stirred the crowd. The man tried to walk away without drawing attention to himself
But it was too late.
“Ole! Where? Get him!”
Eyo pointed to the man who by now had started running. The crowd gave chase.
“Somebody get a tyre!” she heard someone call out.
“Let’s get him first!” somebody else said.
“Are you all right?”
A woman stopped by Eyo and Lanre. They both nodded.
“Don’t worry, they’ll catch him and he’ll get a tyre,” the woman said.
Eyo and her brother nodded again. “The tyre” was a particular trademark of the Lagos street mob justice. It was
handed out to people who had been caught breaking the law and unfortunate enough to be caught by the mob and
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not the police. Victims of this mob justice had car tyres thrown around their neck, were doused in petrol and set
alight. Afterwards, their charred bodies were left on the street for the wild dogs to feast on and at other times, to rot
in the scorching sun, the smell a reminder to passersby of the rules of the street and what happened to those who
broke them.
“Iced water! Drink! Fresh from the tap! Iced water!” Eyo called out.
Nobody paid her any attention, all eyes and running feet were turned in the direction of the man who was now
surrounded by a jeering crowd. Eyo and Lanre could hear him begging.
“Please, have mercy. They’re lying. I’m no child stealer. Have mercy …”
They heard a dull thud and then a searing gasp of pain. Eyo and Lanre turned to the direction of the crowd. They could
just about make out the man, a lone figure in the middle. He was on his knees, crying and pleading, his clothes now mere
shreds. The mob surged towards him. Eyo and Lanre could see some people holding batons, poised above their heads.
Someone with a tyre was making his way through the mob. Eyo turned her brother’s face away and started in thc
opposite direction.
“Can we go home now?” Lanre asked, his voice subdued.
“No. We haven’t sold all the ice. Papa will be mad,” Eyo replied. “Don’t worry, the man is gone now. He wouldn’t
trouble us again,” she said, shaking his hand reassuringly.
“Iced water!” she called out.
“Iced water!” Lanre repeated after her.
They both disappeared into the heaving humanity of Jungle City. Behind them, someone lit a match. It was followed by a
blood-curdling scream, and the jeers of scores of onlookers.
*
Eyo turned into the corner of her street, her hand still holding Lanre’s. Her tray was empty and so was Lanre’s. Papa
would be pleased. It was dark, the darkness alleviated by the timid candle light of the roadside stalls. She navigated the
crater sized potholed road with ease, each crater and its location committed to memory. Her feet danced over the plastic
bags and the open drains overflowing with effluent. Her brother’s steps matched hers, his mind filled with thoughts of
what he would do once he got home.
Sounds of highlife music boomed from a neighbourhood beer parlour, an edifice of four concrete pillars supporting a
corrugated steel roof that gave shelter to the plastic chairs and rusty tables underneath. Eyo stole a look at the beer
parlour. Sure enough, her father was there. She walked on, quickly.
Suddenly, from the dark recesses of the street corner, a shadow stepped out and stood in front of them. It was
an area boy, a local gangster. His teenage eyes were red.
“Eyo, Eyo,” he said, his voice high. Eyo could tell he had been sniffing glue.
“Leave me alone,” she said. She held on to her brother and tried to sidestep the area boy but he blocked her.
“Would you like me to show you something?” he said, his hands going into his bulk of his trousers.\fn{ So the
text. I think it was originally “the” bulk of his trousers, but of course I cannot change it:H }
“No, just leave me alone,” she answered.
She pushed past him, dragging her brother with her. Behind her, she heard his high-pitched cackle.
“Eyo! I’ll catch you one day and show you a good time!” he called after her.
Eyo ignored him. Inwardly she hoped that he wouldn’t chase after her as he was wont to do sometimes. He
was like all the other addicts in Jungle City; unpredictable. She waited, then breathed easier when she didn’t hear
his running footsteps behind them.
They soon approached their house, a building locally known as face-me-I-face-you. These were rectangular
houses, sometimes uncompleted, with rows of single rooms facing each other divided by a corridor with an open
doorway at either end. There were ten rooms in Eyo’s building, each with at least 10 people living there. All but
Eyo’s family and the landlord’s rooms measured 10 by 8 feet.
Eyo’s family had the smallest room so they paid slightly lower rent. Like most of the houses in Jungle City their
building lacked electricity, running water, and a bathroom; hence the tenants bathed very early in the morning or late
at night in the “back yard”, the outback. The pit latrine, the shalanga, was in a windowless hut, also in the back
yard; hence people didn’t hang about too long in there. The smell of the latrine only eased during the harmattan
season when the cold winds of the Sahara Desert rolled across West Africa leaving a fine mesh of red dust in its
wake.
Eyo let go of Lanre’s hand and they both walked over the open drain outside the building. She ignored the man
lying down languidly on the rickety bench in front of the house, watching her and her brother with hooded eyes.
Lanre ran inside and turned right, to their front door. He opened it and came out a minute later with a battered
ball in his hand. A lady came out of the room, wearing a wrapa, a wrapper tied across her chest. She was a large
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woman, with luminous skin and eyes that told anyone who dared look that they saw everything and missed
nothing.
“Lanre, at least eat before you play ball!” the woman called out
“Mama, you know what he’s like. The landlord is outside, I’ll just drop this and go and watch over Lanre,” Eyo
said, going into the room.
“That man should be ashamed of himself. No child is safe from him. No child!” Her mother spoke in a loud
voice that carried outside to the ears of the man lounging on the bench, just as she intended.
“Yes, Mama,” Eyo said.
She stacked the tray against the wall and did likewise to Lanre’s which was on the floor. She looked around.
“Where’s Sade?” she asked.
“Mama Fola took her out. That’s the only person you care for in this house. Your five year old sister,” her
mother replied, although she smiled when she said it.
Mama Fola occupied the room opposite theirs. She was also Mama’s best friend.
“Somebody tried to take our money today,” Eyo said.
“I hope you showed them,” Mama said.
“I did the gbomogbomo thing,” Eyo replied.
“Good,” her mother said. “They wouldn’t get a chance to steal from hardworking people again. Now go and
watch your brother.”
Eyo took an apoti a wooden squat stool from behind the door and went back outside. She set up in front of the
house, a few feet away from the landlord and focused her eyes on her brother playing street football with his
friends. Not once did she acknowledge the landlord. A while later, the front windows of their room opened out to
where she was sitting.
“Lanre! Eyo! Food is ready!” her mother called out. Eyo called out to Lanre and they both went inside, Lanre
dripping sweat, to his mother’s irritation.
“You think water grows on trees?” she grumbled.
*
Everyone was asleep. Eyo could hear their rhythmic breathing. Mama was on the bare mattress. Eyo, Lanre and
Sade were on the sleeping mat on the floor. Outside, the moon peeped through the slit in the thin curtains—two
pieces of local adire cloth folded over the curtain rails and held together by wooden pegs—and cut the room in half
with its sliver of gray light. It was humid, the closed windows did not keep out the dank smell of rotting garbage that
permeated the house. Eyo wiped her forehead and turned to her left side. Sade’s hot breath drove her to turn to her
right where she encountered Lanre’s flailing arm.
She turned on her back and looked up at the ceiling. Cobwebs dangled from the corners, and flies buzzed above her.
She swatted a few and turned to her left again, deciding that Sade’s sweet hot breath was better than being pummelled
by Lanre’s limbs. Eyo heard the room key turn in the lock and immediately shut her eyes.
A dark figure came inside the room. It waited at the foot of the mat. Eyo still kept her eyes shut, even when she could
sense the figure’s eyes boring into hers, willing them to open. After what seemed like an eternity, the figure made its way
to the mattress and descended on Mama, fumbling clumsily with her wrapper.
“Wale, please, the children …” Mama's voice was sleepy.
“Olufunmi, it’s nothing they wouldn’t discover themselves.” Papa's voice was slurred.
He hoisted himself on her and leveraged himself. Soon enough, a grunt of satisfaction escaped from his lips. Eyo kept her
eyes steadfastly shut. She turned her face slightly towards Lanre—Sade’s breath on her face was getting too hot—and her
eyes opened for the barest moment. In that brief moment, she caught her father’s eyes and he angled himself and Mama, just
as she knew he would, in such a way that she could see what they were doing. The moon’s silvery light illuminated their
sweat-slicked bodies as they both moved in rhythm with each other.
Eyo shut her eyes. She heard Mama’s oblivious pliant moans and then Papa’s shuddering gasp as he collapsed on her.
Eyo turned over and Lanre’s leg came thundering down on her arm. She moved it away gently.
2
Eyo’s eyes flicked open. She could hear people moving around in the corridor.
Silently, she got off the mat and made her way to the door. It was dark and she felt her way out of habit, guided by the
flickering light and smoky smell from the corridor. When she got to the door, she paused, as she always did, to take
another look at her two siblings before turning the door quietly and stepping into the corridor.
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Mama was bent over a small stove turning the ogi fermented corn porridge, in the blackened pot. The air was thick
with the smell of kerosene. Olufunmi adjusted the fire. It flared for a few moments before settling down again. Eyo moved
closer to her mother.
“Careful,” Mama said. There were half a dozen other women in the corridor in various stages of cooking and cleaning.
The air was dotted with black smoke from the kerosene stoves.
“Have you greeted everybody?” Mama asked. It was a rhetorical question.
“Good morning,” Eyo said.
“Good morning Eyo,” the women chorused back.
“Go shower quick, quick. And be careful with the water,” Olufunmi said.
She turned away from the ogi she was stirring and nudged the small bucket of water next to the stove towards Eyo.
A few of the women were already making their way to the back of the house, each carrying individual buckets of water.
A small bowl bobbed in each bucket.
Eyo followed them, half carrying and half lugging her own bucket. Behind her, her mother called out.
“Watch the water! Watch the water! Eyo, I said ‘watch the water’!”
The women walked down the corridor, past the landlord’s room. His was the biggest room in the house, with
double windows that led out into the back yard.
“Eyo,” one of the women called.
“Mama Fola, I’m here,” she responded.
Mama Fola reached out and took Eyo’s hand in hers and they stepped into the morning darkness together.
Somebody lit a candle and placed it on the low concrete wall a few feet away from them. Without speaking, all
the women stepped forward until they were approximately one foot away from the wall. They turned their backs
on the landlord’s windows and undressed grimly and quickly, hanging their towels on the same wall as the candle.
In perfect synchrony they bent over to pour water on themselves using the small bowls and as if on cue, the
landlord’s windows opened. There was the flare of a match and then, a cigarette glow.
“Olosi! Foolish man,” Mama Fola hissed.
“You wait till I tell my husband,” another woman said.
“He wouldn’t complain, he owes me money,” the landlord retorted as he dragged on his cigarette.
“As God is my witness, you will die from that poison,” Mama Fola prophesied to him.
The landlord laughed and exhaled smoke. She didn’t have to look behind her to know that the landlord was
watching her.
Eyo ignored him and concentrated on her bathing ritual; a few handfuls of water to lather the sponge, one bowl
of water to rinse off the lather and the last bowl to rinse off its remnants. That left enough water in the bucket for Lanre
and Sade to bathe as well. Water was expensive, she knew that, and was grateful that she could bathe everyday. Not
everyone could. Eyo tried imagining what that would feel like and decided it was too horrible to think about. They
rarely came home from the day’s hawking without being caked in dust and grime. Some children in the building didn’t
bathe everyday and it showed, because they smelled.
It was the cusp of dawn, even though it was still dark. From where she stood, Eyo could see wavering candlelight and lanterns dotting the settlement reminding her of fluttering butterflies. In the distance, the occasional
growl of a passing car had turned into the steady roar of the infamous Lagos traffic.
On the other side of the fence, Eyo could see the women in the face-me-I-face-you next door bathing as well. The
neighbour’s building was on a plot of land set way back from the street. It was dominated by a three storey building in
front that doubled as a church and mosque. The bottom floor was a mosque and the top two doubled as individual
churches.
The face-me-I-face-you was not visible to the naked eye, dwarfed as it were by the three storey building. Only
Jungle City residents knew that it could only be accessed from the street by walking down the narrow corridor on the
left of the “building of worship”, as residents mockingly called it.
“Eyo!” Mama’s voice called to her from the deep recesses of the house, jolting Eyo out of her reverie.
“Ma, I’m coming!” She nodded to Mama Fola and went back into the house, carrying the bucket and its depleted
contents with ease.
“Quick, quick. Eat the ogi before it gets cold. I’ll get your brother and sister ready. Here,” Olufunmi held out the bowl of
ogi to Eyo.
Eyo took the bowl from her mother and went into their room. The fetid smell hit her afresh as it did every morning
after bathing in the open air. Her building, like most in Jungle City, was built on solidified garbage. She dared not open the
two windows in the room for fear of mosquitoes and the outside stench. It was worse during the rainy season. Then, the
building seeped its putrefying foundations into the rooms, sometimes flooding them, and they would have to find shelter
elsewhere, usually under a flyover until the rain stopped.
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But not today. Today, the room was just humid and fetid.
The door handle turned and Eyo’s mother came in. Eyo sat cross-legged on the mat, as far as she could from her
siblings, balancing the bowl of ogi carefully in her hands as she did so. Lanre’s waking movements were as legendary as
his sleeping ones. She ignored the sleeping form on the mattress.
“Eyo, don’t take too long. I want you to be the first person at the ice company today. That way, you can start early and
come home early. Sade will be coming with the two of you today. Lanre, oya, come on!” Olufunmi shook Lanre as she
dragged him out of the room.
Eyo nodded and turned her eyes to the side window on the left. The window faced the building of worship opposite.
She craned her neck a little to the left and made out the face-me-I-face-you set back behind it. She turned her head back
to the building of worship.
*
“Today is your day of victory.”
The 6 a.m. prayer meeting had begun. The loudspeaker cackled as its frequency was adjusted.
“Amen!”
“I said, ‘today is your day of victory’!”
The frequency was fine. Eyo could feel the loudspeaker thundering right into her head. She looked at Sade, still
sleeping blissfully on the mat and shook her head. How did she do it?
“Amen!”
“I said, ‘everywhere your feet shall touch today, you shall conquer’.”
The sleeping form on the mattress stirred and yawned. Quickly, Eyo got up, carrying her bowl of ogi.
“Yes Jesus!”
“Every plan of the enemy for your life shall come to nought in the name of Jesus.”
“Am—”
She was at the door. It creaked as it was opened slowly from the outside. Only one person opened a door like
that—with catlike stealth. Eyo put her bowl of ogi on the floor and wrenched the door wide open. The person on
the other side almost fell inside their room.
“Eyo,” their landlord said smiling. Without a backward glance at her father lying on the mattress, Eyo shouted.
“Mama! The landlord is in our room!”
Several doors opened, including Mama Fola’s. When she saw Eyo in the doorway and the landlord standing
sheepishly in the corridor, she let out a huge cry.
“Olufunmi, the landlord is in your room!” The other women in their doorways echoed her cry.
“Olufunmi, come and watch your child!”
The landlord looked at Eyo for a few moments. He could also make out her father getting up from the mattress.
“You think you’re clever, don’t you?” he said before half running to his own room at the end of the corridor,
shooting Mama Fola and the women dark looks en route. Eyo ignored him, muttering, “Olos, foolish person,”
under her breath. She bent down to pick up her bowl of ogi.
“If I see you in my room without my permission or anywhere near my children again, I will kill you. Useless
man! You think you own us? Olosi!”
Eyo’s mother’s voice drew nearer and nearer until she came into the room with Lanre. He was dripping with soap
suds. Olufunmi pushed him towards Eyo.
“Wale! Wale! What were you doing when the landlord came into our room. Have you forgotten that we have
children?” Olufunmi exclaimed. “Lanre, dry yourself and let your sister dress you. Seeing as your father refuses to
deal with this man, I suppose I’ll have to do it myself,” she continued, shooting her husband dark looks.
Olufunmi left the room. Eyo put her now cold ogi to the side and started drying her brother.
“The landlord likes Eyo,” Lanre said, giving Eyo a toothy grin.
“Everybody likes Eyo,” Papa said, his bleary eyes boring deep into Eyo’s back.
*
Wale swung himself off the mattress. He yawned and scratched his belly. He took a peep at the window on the left.
All was quiet on the front of the building of worship. It wouldn’t last long though. The street, and indeed his room,
would soon resound with the muezzin’s call to afternoon prayer, no doubt followed by the church loudspeakers,
determined not to be outshined by the mosque in the business of worship.
He surveyed his home, a square box of inhabitable living. He yawned again and made his way out of the
room and in front of the building. He saw the landlord lounging on the bench. He drew up a lone wooden chair
alongside him and yawned again.
“They’re all gone?” the landlord asked.
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Wale nodded and swatted a fly. They didn’t speak for a few moments. A car screeched to a halt, narrowly
missing an okada, a motorcycle cab. In a flash, both drivers were out of their vehicles. Their passengers sighed
wearily.
“Na, your father build this road?” the okada driver taunted the car driver, sweat streaming down his face.
“Please come back to the motorcycle and let’s just go. I have an important appointment,” his passenger called
to him. The okada driver went up to the car bumper and banged on it.
“Na, me and you today!”\fn{Na is an expletive, not italicized in the text:H}
The car driver shook his head and got back inside the car. As he was driving away, he called out to the okada
driver.
“You’re ignorant!”
The okada driver kicked the rear end of the car as it went past him. He went back to motorcycle and drove
away. From their ringside seats in front of their face-me-I-face-you, the landlord and Wale chortled.
“You tell me where else in Lagos you can get such drama for free,” the landlord said.
“Nowhere else. It’s only in Jungle City, the city of dreams,” Wale agreed.
He wasn’t wrong. Everyday, thousands of people poured into this human jungle from all over Nigeria and West
Africa, lured by glitzy Nollywood images and embellished tales of success from those who’d been. They came,
convinced their tenure would be a short one but eventually, like millions before them, they melted into the
sweltering humanity of the Lagos metropolis. Wale yawned again.
“I’m still waiting for the rent,” the landlord said.
“You’ll get it,” Wale replied.
“Eyo is growing up to be a young lady.”
The landlord spoke with his eyes on the street. Wale stood up.
“You’ll get your money,” he said walking back inside the bungalow. In their room, he quickly got dressed.
Afterwards, he made his way to the beer parlour. He didn’t have long to wait before his oldest friend, Femi,
appeared. He was about five foot nine, with a trim body that was peculiar to the well-fed and the rich. He walked
with the assured gait of a man who knew his way around Jungle City well.
“A1aye! The Man!”
“Oga, master, rich man! You’ve come back to your friends in Jungle City!” The inhabitants of the beer parlour
hailed him and Femi acknowledged them all with a smooth wave of his hand.
“Drink well. They’re all on me,” he said.
His voice was drowned by the hearty thanks they gave him. He spotted Wale at the back of the beer parlour
and headed towards him. They shook hands, patted each other’s backs and sat down. The barmaid put two bottles
of ice-cold Guinness on the table, dropped two glasses and slinked away.
“How body?” Femi asked his friend.
“We dey manage,” Wale replied, looking at his friend’s expensive looking shirt, trousers and leather shoes.
Everything about him spoke of breeding, wealth and elegance. There was no trace of the 15 year old boy that was
abandoned almost twenty years at Ajegunle bus stop by his mother, crying because some men with guns had stolen
his money. He had run into Femi, a Jungle City orphan and they’d remained friends ever since. Only, Femi made it
out of the jungle and Wale didn’t.
“Look at you, big man,” Wale said, taking a sip of his Guinness.
“Are you sure about this?” Femi asked, referring to the real reason they were meeting.
“She has to go. We cannot continue living like this. The rent is due—”
“I can pay the rent,” Femi interrupted.
“It’s not just the rent. It's everything. At least, in London, she’ll be able to go to school. She will have a better
life than the one she has here,” Wale said.
“It’s not as easy as you think it is—”
“I don’t care what you say. She’ll be getting paid for something she does for free here; taking care of her
siblings. If she can take care of someone else’s children and get paid for it in pound sterling, and get free
education to boot, then why not?”
“Wale, all you’re seeing are the money signs. I still think you should think about it,” Femi cautioned.
“There’s nothing to think about. You send people over there and I’m asking you to do the same for your friend’s
daughter. Look around you, what future does she have here?”
Femi leaned back on his chair and fingered his chin thoughtfully. The diamonds on his watch caught the sun’s
rays and glinted at Wale, who watched him intently. Femi sighed.
“I’ve never taken a child before,” he said.
“There is always a first time,” Wale responded.
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They both reached out for their beer glasses and drank. The barmaid inserted a popular highlife CD into the player
and the sounds of an Ajegunle musician filled the beer parlour.
The sun was setting when Wale made his way back to his home. He found the landlord in exactly the same position
he left him earlier that morning, on the bench, outside the face-me-I-face-you. He nodded to him and went inside. He
acknowledged the women cooking in the corridor with a slight nod of his head and opened the door to his one-room
home. As expected, his wife had got home before him. She was putting aside ingredients for their supper.
“The children not back yet?” he asked. Olufunmi shook her head.
“Did you go to that man for that alabaru, goods carrier, job?”
Wale had forgotten all about the job. He waved his hand and sat on the mattress.
“Forget all that. I have something to tell you,” he said, taking off his rubber slippers. The soles were crusty
with hardened dirt.
“And I have a lot to tell you too. That landlord—”
“Forget about the landlord, this is important.”
Something in Wale’s voice made Olufunmi take notice. She put aside the onions, garlic and chilli she was
sorting and joined him on the mattress.
“I told Femi to take Eyo to London,” he told her. Olufunmi’s hand went to her chest.
“We don’t have a choice. With the rent and everything … she’ll have a better life.”
“What is she supposed to do in London?” Olufunmi could barely get the words out.
London. The word reverberated around their room like the forbidden fruit, as if it was meant to be spoken in
more salubrious surroundings.
“She will be taking care of small children, like she does her siblings here, except she will be paid in pound
sterling which they’ll send to us. Just like Mama Fola’s sister. Her daughter is taking care of children there too.”
“Wande has not heard from her daughter in over a year,” Olufunmi reminded him. Wale carried on as if he
didn’t hear her.
“Imagine! She will have a better life.”
“Wale, I don’t know—”
“In London, she will go to school. It’s free there. She’ll finally be able to read.” Olufunmi was silent.
“She will have a better life. All those people that go and come back every year with money. Our daughter will
be one of them.”
“But how—”
“Femi will be here soon. He’ll explain everything. He said that all being well, she can even be in London this time
tomorrow. Imagine that. Our very own Eyo, in London.”
Olufunmi looked around their home. It was the dry season. Even then, she still slept with one eye open because of the
threat of fire. They didn’t have electricity so they used candles. The close proximity of buildings and shacks in Ajegunle
made fire a constant threat; it was not uncommon for settlements in Ajegunle to be wiped out by fires from unattended
candles. When this happened, entire families would decamp to the roadside and under the bridges until they sourced
enough money to build new shacks.
In the rainy season, Olufunmi lived in fear of their one-room home being flooded—which it did, frequently. The wooden
planks they laid on the floor did nothing to disguise the fact that their building was made on solidified garbage. The lack of
drainage facilities in Jungle City didn’t help either. Two years ago, their home, a wooden shack in another settlement in Jungle
City was washed away during the rainy season. After that, they joined other families sleeping at the Isale Eko end of Third
Mainland Bridge. It was their home for a year until Femi helped them out —again—by finding them this room and paying the
requisite two years rent up front. Cholera, malaria and other diseases was rife. She didn’t know which she feared most; the fire,
floods or disease. And now, the rent was due. In fact, it was three months overdue and Wale wasn’t working. She sold food by
the roadside but it wasn’t enough. It never was.
London. The land of white people. Everybody who went there made money. She knew some women from Jungle
City that Femi had taken there. Every Christmas, they came back to visit their relatives in Ajegunle with money,
clothes and jewelry. Some of them had even built houses in Victoria Island extension, otherwise known as
Millionaires Quarters.
London. If Eyo went, she would have a better life, one where she wouldn’t be watched by a perverted landlord
when she’s bathing. She would sleep on a bed, not a sleeping mat. She would never have to flee her own home in the
middle of the night when it’s raining because it’s flooded with sewage. She would get an education and support her
family when she’s older. She would escape the curse of Jungle City.
Wale followed his wife’s eyes. He was looking, and she saw. A hovel, not painted, its concrete walls darkened by years
of filth and grease. He saw the mattress on the floor, the only furniture in the room. To the left of the door were two
cardboard boxes, one was filled with clothes and the other with pots and plates. Next to the cardboard boxes was their
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cooking stove. Propped alongside the wall were pots and pans, Olufunmi’s work tools. To the right of the door were two
sleeping mats. A few flies buzzed around the room in the oppressive heat. On alternate days, their eardrums resonated with
trumpet calls of the neighbouring mosque and churches.
It wasn’t much of a life. But then, his life hadn’t amounted to much either, unlike Femi who saw a way of getting out of
Jungle City by exporting people to Europe. His friend was now a millionaire, on the verge of launching his own property
development company, citing the unsavoury characters flooding the people export business as his reason for diversifying.
“I need time to think about it,” Olufunmi’s voice intruded on his thoughts.
“Femi will be here tomorrow. He’ll explain everything,” her husband responded.
“Will she be all right?”
There was a tinge of fear in Olufunmi’s voice. Wale didn’t speak for a few moments.
“Of course she will be all right. Anything is better than this.”
*
Eyo wiped her face. Her body was slick with sweat. In the dark, she could hear the frogs croaking in the drain outside.
She turned to Sade and almost immediately turned back on her side, towards Lanre. She was rewarded for her trouble
when he flung his arm onto her chest. She put his arm back on his side. Their bedroom door opened quietly. Immediately,
Eyo shut her eyes. She sensed someone crouch at her feet and then felt the person shake her ankle. She refused to open her
eyes or even acknowledge the figure. Then she heard a whisper.
“Sade.”
Quietly, Eyo got off the mat and followed the person out of the room. She trembled slightly when the person held her hand
and led her down the dark unlit corridor to the outback. She could just make out the garishly coloured mat he’d laid on the
earth. Her father gave her a gentle shove towards the mat and she laid on it, determined not to allow the tears to fall from her
eyes. Woodenly, she took off her nightdress and waited for him. He came towards her and thrust his hips at her. A whimper
escaped Eyo when he took her hand and led it inside his trousers. He moaned softly when Eyo released his manhood from
his trousers and bent down. She barely finished before he shoved her back on the mat and roughly parted her legs.
When he finished, Eyo got dressed and got off the mat.
“You’re a good girl. Imagine what would happen if anyone ever found out. And your poor sister,” her father
said.
Eyo didn’t answer. Wale sighed heavily before getting up. He rolled the mat and hopped to the shalanga hut,
propping the mat against the wall. He came back and took Eyo’s hand in his. She resisted the urge to break free
and run. But she couldn’t run away. She had to think about Sade.
They entered the room as quietly as they left it. On the mattress, Olufunmi heard them come back in. She bit her
lip when she heard Eyo’s involuntary squeal of pain as she sank back on the sleeping mat. When her husband joined
her on the mattress, she turned her back to him, towards her daughters. In the dark, as her eyes settled on Eyo, she
fought back the memories of herself at Eyo’s age and her father leading her to a secluded spot at the edge of the
village. She could hear her mother’s voice,
“Olufunmi, you must endure because you are a woman and that is what women do. We endure.”
Olufunmi turned away from Eyo and faced the ceiling. On the mat, Eyo turned to face her younger sister. Tears
streamed down her cheeks. She wiped them away without taking her eyes off Sade.
I
3
The next day, Eyo got off the mat gingerly, her intimates stinging. She could hear the women in the corridor as
they called out morning greetings to each other and prepared breakfast for their families. As she got off the mat,
she took a customary look at her siblings and as was equally customary, ignored the sleeping form on the
mattress.
She reached out for the door handle and opened it. Mama was stirring the ogi and sweating heavily. Eyo took a
look down the corridor at the open doorway to the right. It was dawn.
“Go back to bed. You’re not working today,” Mama said.
“Let me help you stir the ogi then,” Eyo said.
“I said you should go back to bed. I know you’re illiterate but don’t you understand Yoruba as well?” Mama's voice
was sharp.
“Maybe, if you’d sent me to school, I wouldn’t be illiterate,” Eyo answered.
Her mother gave a dark look and she went back to the room She felt feverish, her insides stinging badly. He had been
rougher than normal with her last night. As she stepped back inside their one-room home, she had a strong urge to
descend on the sleeping form on the mattress and kick the person into oblivion, screaming and laughing manically while
she was doing it.
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Sade stirred on the mattress and Eyo went to her. She ran her hands through her braids. Mama came inside the
room and sat on the mattress. She didn’t look at the person on it. Eyo could tell she was mad at him.
“Eyo, we need to talk urgently. Your father”—Olufunmi cleared her throat—“we’ve both agreed that Femi
should take you to London.”
“The London you see on the mechanic’s television?”
“Yes.”
Eyo didn’t see how that was possible. She was in Jungle City and London was far away, a land inhabited by white
people.
“You’ll be helping somebody with their children. You’ll also go to school yourself.”
Mama’s voice was getting hoarse. She cleared her throat.
“It will be good for you. You will have a better life,” she said. The sleeping form on the bed spoke.
“Imagine that Eyo. You, in London.”
“What about Sade and Lanre?”
“They’ll remain here. When you’re older and settled in London, you’ll send for them and they will be
educated, just like you,” Mama said.
She didn't understand. Why were they sending her away?
“I’m not going anywhere,” she said.
Mama didn’t like what she said. Eyo could tell by the way her ample bosom heaved.
“Eyo, you will do as you're told. How many people from Ajegunle think about going to London, much less are offered
the opportunity of going? Your uncle Femi wants to do something good for you and you want to throw it back in his face,”
Mama's voice rose with each word.
Sade and Lanre stirred. Eyo shook the two of them awake violently.
“They want me to go to London,” she told them. “You’ll never see me again.” Sade rubbed her eyes.
“I want to go to London,” she said sleepily. Eyo shook Lanre.
“You’ll never see me again,” she warned him. Lanre yawned.
“Send me a football when you get there,” he said. Eyo turned to her parents.
“I’m not going. I’m not leaving Sade. I don’t wan—”
“Eyo, look at me,” Mama's voice was soft. “Your sister will be okay.”
There was a look in her eyes that Eyo couldn't read. From the mattress, her father spoke.
“Femi will be here shortly. He’ll explain everything. He said he might be able to get false documents for you within two
weeks but it could be less than that. Eyo, you’re going to London, whether you like it or not. This is an opportunity of a
lifetime, for you, for Sade, for Lanre, for all of us. Don’t ruin it,” her father turned his back on all of them, seemingly asleep.
“Imagine that Eyo. You, in London!” Mama said.
“I want to go to London,” Sade cried out.
Eyo tried to carry her but she resisted, preferring instead to walk to Mama, her arms outstretched. Mama got
off the mattress and picked her up. She stopped in front of Eyo who was still sitting on the sleeping mat, her eyes
down, a tear glistening on the edge of her nose.
“You will understand when you’re older,” she heard her mother say.
*
Everything was packed. The only thing that remained was for Uncle Femi to come and pick her up to take her to
London. Mama Fola, Mama, Sade and Lanre were all in the room. Her father was outside, waiting for Uncle Femi.
“Your life will be better,” Mama said. “You will go to school. You will be with white people and learn new things.
All you have to do is help Femi’s friends with their children. That’s it. That’s all you have to do. And then, when you’re
older, you’ll help your siblings. Maybe even bring them over to London with you. That’s a good thing, is it not?”
Eyo nodded. It was a good thing. She had been selfish before, thinking only of herself. She would endure. She would go
to London, work hard, go to school and send for Sade, Lanre and Mama when she was older and had money. They would
all live in London together, away from her father.
“Your uncle, Femi, has done something very good for you. Don’t give him any trouble, you hear? On your way to
London, be quiet and don’t say or do anything that will bring attention to yourself. You know what your father and I
always tell you about your sharp mouth. Always having got an answer for everything. But not in London, with these
people you’ll be helping, you hear? Your uncle has paid a lot of money to do this for you; money that we will never
have or hope to repay. You understand? You must endure.”
Mama emphasised the last word. Eyo nodded again. Mama Fola stepped forward. She embraced her.
“You’ve heard everything that your mother has said. Remember endurance is everything. You’re going somewhere
new, somewhere nobody in this family has ever before. It will be strange but you must endure. For your sake and
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for the sake of your family. Remember, your uncle has done a great thing for you. Don’t forget it.” Eyo turned to
her brother who was fiddling with his football.
“Don’t forget to send me a better football when you get there,” he said.
They heard a car horn. Mama Fola and Olufunmi looked at each other anxiously.
“Sade, aren’t you going to say bye to your sister?” Mama Fola chided her. Sade turned the Barbie she was
playing with in her hands.
“I want to go to London,” she said.
“To think that Eyo gave you that doll as a leaving present,” Mama said. The room door opened and Eyo’s
father popped his head round it.
“Femi is here,” he said.
Eyo followed him out of the door on legs of lead. Mama, Mama Fola and Lanre followed her, their steps muted. As
she came out into the early morning sun, she paused and looked at the narrow street with its cavernous holes. She
looked back at their face-me-I-face-you, her gaze committing every unpainted crack and greasy wall to memory. Then
she looked up again, to the street where her uncle was standing by the car. Suddenly, she ran back to their room. Inside,
Sade was on the mattress, playing disconsolately with the Barbie. Eyo embraced her and kissed her forehead.
“I want to go to London,” Sade whined.
“Bye Sade,” Eyo whispered.
And she was gone, out of the room, out of the building and into the opened car, crying. As the car pulled away,
she waved to her mother, Mama Fola and Lanre. They waved back, tense smiles on their faces.
“She hates me,” Wale said as the car disappeared down the street.
“She hates all of us,” Olufunmi said.
“Nonsense. She’s resigned herself to her fate in the last two weeks,” Mama Fola said. “Besides, when she’s
older, she’ll understand.”
*
In the car, Femi drew Eyo close to him murmuring comforting platitudes. Eyo didn’t respond. She didn’t want to go to
London. She wanted to stay in Ajegunle with Mama, Lanre and Sade. She wanted to make sure that Sade would be safe from
Papa.
She cried even louder. …
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Papa always rode home in his old Suzuki motorcycle.
He would perch on it like a proud king, his hands gripping the handles firmly, and his back straight up as if he
had swallowed a flat board. And there was always character in the way he climbed on or off the motorcycle; one
leg raised high and over the seat, like the boys practicing karate at the church, then arching swiftly and landing
precisely on the pedal.
Then he would turn on the ignition, let it hum for a while before revving it loud enough for the neighbours to
hear. And when he drove in at the end of the day, he revved and circled the compound almost in a full
circumference before parking it at the stem of the coconut tree.
But when Papa came back from the church without his motorcycle, his brows set in thick furrows and his
mouth in a pout, I knew something was wrong, and things were about to take a different turn. His strides were
determined and his slippers made slapping sounds under his feet, raising little puffs of dust. I was seated on our
verandah tugging my right sixth finger.
“Papa, nno,” I greeted.
But Papa didn’t respond. Papa darted into the sitting room and sat on our armchair. I peeped from the window,
found him sulking, staring angrily at the ceiling.
I didn’t know whether to go to him and ask what bothered him, or to go get Mama, who was seated by the side
of the house, between the banana and guava trees, with her friend, Ochiora. Their voices flittered from amidst the
trees; their discussion was about Mama Ifeoma who just lost her husband.
*
“I heard she was caught again with Otenkwu in the bush near Eziogo yesterday!” Ochiora squeaked in her thin
voice.
“Eziokwu? What were they doing hiding in the bush?” Mama asked.
“I heard he was fondling her breasts!”
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“Hee! Hee! Hee!” Mama guffawed. I’ve always wondered why Mama's voice sounded so grouchy that even
when she laughed, it came out with a raspy lilt.
“Men have no shame. Imagine that irresponsible old fool fondling the sagged breasts of a widow whose
husband is still maggot feed six feet below!” Ochiora said.
“Ah! Ah! Stop laying emphasis on those breasts, please,” Mama cackled bashfully.
“Ha pum! Let me say my mind. Or, is it my fault that her breasts are shriveled like an old man’s testicles?"
Ochiora asked.
“Ta! Ochiora, you talk too dirty! Mechie onu! Your mouth needs to be scrubbed clean with an iron sponge,”
Mama replied, laughing out loud again.
“Yes now! Didn't you see how they flapped freely against her chest as she ran to see her husband’s corpse
when he fell from that palm tree?”
“And to think of it, Otenkwu was her husband’s best friend. They tapped wine together as teenagers. Hey,
women, we will never cease to shock the world,” Mama said.
“I even heard that she has been messing around with that Otenkwu a long time ago before her husband’s
death,” Ochiora confided.
“Inukwa! Are you sure?”
“How can you ask if I am sure? Have you not heard that he had been bedding her early in her marriage and her
always drunken husband never knew?”
“But if this is really true, then Otenkwu has set out a deadly path for himself. When the dead remember him,
he will wish never to have been born!”
“I even heard Mama Ifeoma’s brother came all the way from Nimo, to warn him just early in this New Year.
But he is headstrong! He even says he will marry her!”
“Chi m! While she still mourns her husband? When death comes to kill the dog, it will not even let it perceive
the smell of feces,” Mama intoned.
“Do you pity him? Let him continue. “Anyone who is being treated for a deadly illness, but keeps having an
erection, should be left to die,’ Ochiora said. Mama gave a short laugh.
“Yes! He should be left to die since he wishes to shag with ghosts!”
They both laughed louder; the sound rumbled around the compound.
*
It was surprising that Mama stuck to a friend, whose every other sentence was always peppered with words
meant only for adult ears. Perhaps, Mama secretly liked gutter language.
Ochiora was not a born again Christian as Mama. Sometimes I felt that through Ochiora, Mama allowed
herself to live the life that I peeked again through the window netting, to see Papa still looking downcast and
alone.
*
Mama’s laughter died in her throat when Papa bellowed in a lusty
“Mama Nkemjika! Come here!” She scurried from the backyard and passed a glance at me, at how I swung my
leg from the verandah, before darting into the house, saying,
“Papa Nkemjika, what is it that got you upset this afternoon? When did you ride in?”
“My motorcycle has been stolen!” Papa cried out like a child. I peeped from the window to see as Mama’s
hands flew to her chest, like one with a sudden heart attack, before she cried
“Ohala Jesus, Blood of Jesus!” She had her back to me, and she towered over Papa. Ochiora dashed into the
room then as Mama screamed.
“What happened, Papa Nkemjika?”
“His motorcycle was stolen!” Mama responded.
“Ewoo! Who stole it? Where? When?” Ochiora asked as she came to sit beside Papa.
Mama didn’t sit down; she loomed in front of Papa, as if she wished to beat the story out of him.
“Who stole it? Ehn? Who stole it?” Mama asked in that tone that sounded as if she had bought the motorcycle
with her own money. “Who stole it?”
Papa sighed, his jaw nestled in his palms. He started.
“It was after service that I went to greet the vicar, to thank him for a prayer well said on behalf of all the
unpaid civil servants in our state. He had prayed that the hands that dangled our civil rights above our heads, far
beyond our reach, would weaken; resulting in our freedom.
“He even gave the special adviser to the governor, who had come for a thanksgiving service held by one of his
cohorts, the tongue-lashing of his life. The honourable vicar openly scolded him for misleading the governor. You
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should have seen the fat fool trying to hide his mammoth head in between his fat shoulders! Even his enormous
gut wouldn’t let him bend his head.”
“Papa Nkemjika, and what happened to the motorcycle?” Mama pestered.
“I am coming to that,” Papa replied.
“So, after the wonderful service, I went to the vicar, to thank him for preaching the truth. You know, every
other priest in the state has either pretended all is well, or has refused to talk about our troubles. They all shy away
from the topic, as if they cannot see the sufferings of our people. Some cowardly ones even pray for the governor
just to gain recognition.”
Mama sat back on the chair, realizing it would not do to rush Papa. Papa loved taking his time to tell a story, as
if he really wanted you to see this picture through his own eyes.
“So, nwuyem, my wife,” Papa said forlornly, "” talked at length with the vicar and he asked me to come with
him to his quarters for a short prayer. It was much later that I remembered that those boys who stole the church’s
fans might still be lounging around. I hastened back to where I had parked my motorcycle to find it was still
safely tethered to the Ukwa tree.”
“It was there, still tied to the tree?” Mama asked.
“Yes, it was. I danced to the altar, to thank the Lord for this safe keeping. I didn’t spend more than ten minutes
of thanksgiving. When I came out again, my motorcycle was no longer there!”
“Hey! Just like that?” Ochiora asked. But Mama had a different look on her face, the kind you have after eating
a spoonful of soured egusi soup.
“So, you found the motorcycle safe and you still went in to give thanks? After the church was dismissed? You
didn’t deem it fit to give thanks in your heart?” Mama asked angrily.
“But I had to thank God for the safe keeping,” Papa said.
“And what happened afterwards? Eh? You got it stolen then!” Mama cried.
*
I sat back on the verandah while Mama grumbled and Ochiora cooed.
It was all so familiar, and at times like that I worried why Papa tolerated Mama talking down at him. I wanted
him to be a tad hard and strong-minded.
But he always waved away her nagging.
Papa was quiet throughout dinner that night. He only paid attention to Adaeze, feeding her small moulds of the
fufu which he dipped first into the tasty onugbu soup. Adaeze muttered “water” after a few swallows. Mama
pushed a small plastic cup of water to her.
Mama didn’t talk to Papa. A frown creased her forehead as she nibbled at a piece of meat, her gaze focused
intently on the gray images on the television. I felt she missed the motorcycle—our pride and joy in a clan where
most men rode on old bicycles.
I sat behind our chair, where I always sat during dinner, and picked at my food. Mama gobbled down her food,
her munching mixing with the noise of our television. It was our turn to have electricity, as it said in the time-table
which the men from the NEPA office at Awka had drawn up for us. We enjoyed electricity rarely, just three times
a week—and that, too, only if it came on—while the other neighbourhood had it the next three days.
At seventeen, Nkemjika still shared a plate with Ebuka, who was seven years younger. Ebuka’s eyes were, as
usual, glued to the wrestling match on the TV screen. He would linger at moulding his fufu when any of the
wrestlers made an acrobatic tumble and landed on their opponent’s body. Ebuka would then smile and hail the
wrestler with words like “idi, too much!” or, “Nwoke ike! Strong man!” This was his third day in a row watching
the same clip.
Nkemjika switched to the network at 9pm. Nkemjika never missed the national news and that night, the UN
was making peace in far away Sudan.
I sat at my, position and watched Papa’s face as it creased in disgust at the hero worship offered to the UN
soldiers. There was something there that had my stomach in tight knots when his gaze settled on me. After I had
stared at him longer than it would have taken me to eat my meal, I stood up with my plates and said, “Thank you,
Sir,” to him, and “Thank you, Ma,” to Mama before disappearing outside, to sit on the verandah and watch insects
bop their heads against the fluorescent lamp.
Papa’s comment about the United Nations rose above Nkemjika’s responses.
The UN, he said, does not care about Africa, was not meant for Africans.
“They don’t care if we slaughter our neighbours. They will troop in here all dressed up in fancy camouflage
and boots and guns in the name of fighting for peace, but use that opportunity to loot whatever they can lay their
hands on. They don’t care for black men. To them, we are a bunch of barbarians,” he said.
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“But we Africans slaughter our neighbours, Papa. We are barbarians,” Nkemjika countered. “We fight our
neighbouring communities.”
“Oh forget that! It is the UN inciting community clashes over diamonds, gold, or oil. They supply rival clans
with machetes and guns in exchange for diamonds, gold, or oil.”
“They work on our psyche, Papa. They know we are greedy, so they use it to turn us against our neighbours.”
Nkemjika’s tone was patronizing, meant to goad Papa. And Papa fell for it. He went into his famous speech
about how the British ruined Nigeria, how they amalgamated people with different beliefs and thinking, then they
discovered that the Igboman was smart and made sure he would never succeed in politics. Then Papa launched
into the war stories.
It was always that way with Papa. His famous talk about how Nigeria used genocide and starvation to wipe out
the Biafra nation bored Mama to tears. She and Nkemjika knew never to interrupt him when he went into the
Biafran mode. They listened; else his anger for our failed Nigeria would be vented on them.
His voice wafted over to me through the open window. I would have seen him boiling in restrained anger had I
peeped through the old mosquito netting.
But I sat there, alone and bemused, in the quiet starless night, with hundreds of questions flitting through my
mind, questions that I never gave voice to. Dark images flapped webbed wings around the compound. I was not
scared.
*
I sat there, knees close to my chest, enveloped by the chirping of night insects until a strange thud began to
thrum in my chest.
I felt slow drips of sweat start to pool under my arms, and my eyebrows twitched.
“Isele,” whispered an amplified female voice so close to my right ear and everywhere.
“Isele, it is beginning.”
I snapped my head, to my right. No one was there.
“Isele!”
I felt a sudden coldness, a distinct shift in the temperature. Something crawled under my skin, something eerie
and scary.
I jumped up and dashed back into the house.
2
During the last years of the military regime, our state became a home for all crimes.
People were scared to stay outside their homes beyond 6 p.m. because the heavily armed robbers had come to
despise the security of night operations. Papa said an epidemic had taken over our state, an epidemic that the
military brought. There would be no vaccines.
Once, Papa came back home\fn{The word “during” seems to be missing here:H} that period. It was the first time I ever
saw him shiver, and he was sporting a tennis ball sized swelling on his forehead.
He had gone to Onitsha early that Saturday morning, to buy boards which would be used for the ceiling of our
uncompleted room. I was playing the game of ncho with Nkemjika when Papa limped in.
Mama yelped when she saw Papa. She ran to him, to hug him and dab at the bloodied eyes. Papa said they
were attacked by armed robbers who had boarded the same bus with them and took all the money Papa wanted to
buy the boards with.
The room remained without a ceiling, a memory of the attack, a memory of evil.
When the military president declared the intention to finally hand over power to a democratic government,
Papa was ecstatic. He bought a small flag from Oyeagu market and posted it outside our door.
“Yes! The Lord has heard our cries,” he exalted,
“Do you know how many times I have knelt with these knees and prayed for our country? Do you know how
many times I have sent prayer request through our church to Canterbury?” He told anyone who cared to listen.
When Papa’s peers said it was a fading dream, and that the military would again stage a coup and then we
would be back under the dark cloud of the repressors, Papa still disagreed. He believed that democracy was here
to stay. We never failed to tune in to the news, except when NEPA took the light.
On the day of the presidential elections, Papa was amongst the first to queue at the polling booth to vote. We
followed as the results were called, though Papa was not happy about the winner, he was satisfied that democracy
had won the day. Mama also suggested that we fast on May 29th, the big day.
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We watched, with stomachs empty and long faces drawn in meditation, as the white-bearded military head of
state handed over to the new democratic leader.
We watched the procession, and even though my stomach grumbled, I was happy to see the satisfied look on
Papa’s face.
“Njideka my daughter, the light is about to shine on us again,” he said to me days after the Governor was
sworn in, and also after the Governor commissioned a group of young men in our state, the vigilante boys, to
bring back order.
In the first weeks of their operation, the vigilante boys executed and burned criminals. The newspapers bore
the news of these killings. In fact, for the press it was a very good headline, and daily you would see the charred
remains of these criminals on the front pages of the newspapers.
“God is using darkness to flush away darkness,” Papa said.
Months after the Governor was sworn, his battles with his Godfather began.
It was said he owed the Godfather a lot of money used to get him the seat, and to pay back for the debt, the
salaries of civil servants were used instead. Papa became silent, only nodding when you greeted him.
“This cannot be happening in a democratic government,” he cried. “This is unheard of! After all the promises
of good things to come?”
“If you did not get your motorcycle lost, you would have joined your fellow men in the Okada riding business
since the government is not paying salaries,” Mama said to Papa.
“Eh!” she added. “We have to survive oh or what do you expect me to tell Adaeze when she is hungry? That
her father’s salary was yet to be paid? Or that the godfather and the governor are looting the treasury? Ogini!” We
were all watching Minaj TV that afternoon.
Papa stared at her, shook his head sadly, as if he couldn’t believe she could say such a thing.
“You can’t keep blaming me for that motorcycle, nwuyem," Papa pleaded. He seemed to plead with her more
often, and Mama seemed to grow above his authority each day, since she now fed the family.
“But if the motorcycle was here, we wouldn’t be suffering this much. You would have made yourself useful.”
“Are you saying that I am useless?” Papa asked her, a dark shadow creeping over his face.
“How are we supposed to survive? Gwa num, tell me.”
I stared at them. Papa’s face tightened into a grimace, his eyes kindled. He looked about to jump up and strike
her. The temperature shifted, became hot as if fire was burning somewhere, but it was just me sweating. Mama
stood, overshadowing Papa’s lean frame; she looked ready for a fight, ready to tear Papa to shreds. She spread out
her hand in front of Papa, her nose flared and her mouth drawn to thin line. Then, the flicker of the fire in Papa’s
eyes died again, became mere wilting ash.
I looked at Nkem and Ebuka, held their gaze for seconds, and they understood. We all stood up, and left the
sitting room for Mama and Papa.
*
Mama began to fry akara balls by the road at Eziogo. and Papa spent more time at home and less time at work.
It was meaningless going to a workplace where salaries were not paid.
I began to hawk aleamu in the mornings, and what was left I took to Mama’s stall, before I prepared for
school.
Nkemjika continued attending his JAMB classes even though he longed to join the boys doing menial jobs at
building sites. Papa refused letting him join them as he still believed that salaries would be paid.
Papa became desperate. He met with his colleagues from the office in our compound on weekends. They
crammed our small compound until you wouldn’t find a space to sit. The chairman of the local government, an
ally of the governor, had banned them from holding meetings at the secretariat. So, Papa and his colleagues met at
our home and wrote letters to the leader of the Nigeria Labour Congress, reminding him that civil servants were
yet to be paid for over six months, pleading with him to intervene on their behalf.
And weeks later, when nothing was done by the NLC president, who was also battling with the President on
the price of petroleum and a minimum wage, Papa and his colleagues decided to raise the stakes of their protest.
They decided to picket the Government House.
Papa was determined that the governor capitulate to their demands and at least pay for few months’ salaries.
He talked about how easily they would carry out their demonstration.
“We will go with our placards, and walk round the government house,” he said.
It seemed so easy, like the kind of walks we took around our school garden in elementary school, when we did
the walking exercise on Physical Health Education days. I imagined Papa and his colleagues walking round the
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big government house and singing their songs. I imagined the Governor standing by the door, a compassionate
smile on his face and finally heeding to their pleas.
*
The day of the protest came.
Papa dressed in his best shirt and trousers. His shoes were well polished and shone; he was prepared to have a
peaceful negotiation with the governor. But as he left for Awka, I felt a strange thudding in my chest.
I sat at our verandah and watched the gate, waiting for his return. I didn’t take my eyes off the gate. Perhaps, if
I stared hard enough, he would stay safe.
But in the evening, Papa came back wearing a long face and hunched shoulders. He walked like a man bearing
the world on his broad shoulders. I felt a smile widen on my face, he was safe at last, although he limped.
“How was the protest?” Mama asked, walking up to him, guiding him into the sitting room. I followed behind
them, not near enough to draw attention, but still within earshot.
Papa didn”t answer immediately. He looked at Adaeze, at how she curled in a ball on the chair, and he opened
his hands. Adaeze raced to him, jumped into his hands and buried her head in his shoulder.
I wished to be Adaeze. I wished to jump into Papa’s hand and inhale his manly musk.
“It didn’t work out as we planned,” he told Mama.
His voice was small, so small I felt it quake. I saw that blood caked on his trouser, just close to his ankle.
“Only twenty people showed up out of over a hundred staff,” Papa said.
We gasped.
“Gini?” Mother exclaimed.
“Where were the others?” Nkemjika asked.
I kept quite. I looked at Papa. His nose was slightly swollen, and his eyes were reddened. His face contorted in
pain, as he said,
“They all had excuses—sickness, travel plans.”
“Those men! Those cowards!” Mama raked, clasping her hand around herself. She slumped on the chair close
to Papa. At times like that, she was the good, caring wife.
“The vigilante boys beat us up. They arrested so many. Including Nduka, my best friend,” he said quietly, he
looked at me for some seconds and smiled sadly. I looked away when I felt tears trickle down my face.
“Ewoo! Was that where you got this wound from?” Mama asked, pointing to Papa’s nose and eyes, as if she
didn’t understand what Papa said earlier.
Papa nodded. He didn’t want to talk about it any more. I was happy he didn’t talk about it because I didn’t
want to paint that horror. I didn’t want to imagine how they bloodied his eyes, or how they inflicted wound on his
leg.
I slept peacefully.
*
The sky wore a dark veil the next morning, when vigilante boys, dressed in blood red shirts and black
drawstring trousers, stormed our home.
I was sweeping away the dead leaves with our bunch of palm fronds when they came. They kicked away the
already weak gate, some jumped into the compound. They did slow circular dances and gyrations in the compound, shouting back at each other, a ruse to scare us out of our skin.
I stood frozen, the bunch of palm fronds slipping out of my hand.
Then, they pounced on me. Their leader, a man with a mean set of eyes in his dark face, a face so black I
wondered if he painted it himself, asked where Papa was. I stared at him, at his bloodshot and red-rimmed eyes, at
the continual twitching arch of his eyebrows. I couldn’t get word past my throat.
“Wey dat mad man?” he drawled. “Weyya father?”
I crashed to the ground when he slapped me, a swift motion of his left hand swung at my face. His hand was
the size of a tennis racket and as hard as sturdy wood. My face went numb for some seconds, my ear suddenly
deaf, before a hot sharp pain spread in circles on that side of face.
I howled. He dragged me up. I couldn’t get strength in my legs again. He swung another flattened racket-hand
at that particular spot again. I didn’t feel the pain that time, it was numb; but I saw darkness and bright stars, and
blood sputtered from my nose. I lay in a crumpled pile on the floor before he ordered the boys to ransack our
house.
Everything passed in a blur and I remember that they kicked down our sitting room door, and heard them
tossing and turning all our belongings. I lay there besides his legs, my vision hazy, when he dragged me up again
and tugged at my dress, threatening to strip me naked and “design” my body with machete cuts.
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Then, I felt the warm, satisfying rush of liquid gush down between my thighs. He stared at my puddle mess, at
the dripping from my dress and he pushed me down and left me alone.
I lay there and waited for the drowsiness to pass.
*
I dragged myself to my feet up after they jumped from our fence into Mama Ekene’s home, our neighbour,
whose son, Ekene, also worked at the same office with Papa. The leader cried:
“Catch am, catch am!”
Ekene held unto his mother’s wrapper while she wailed and begged. He cried wildly, refusing to let go of her
until the leader slapped away his hands with the back of the cutlass.
“He is among them!” the fearsome leader bellowed. “Tie him up!”
In all that happened, I remember that Ekene’s eyes, which always sparkled when he smiled, wore the veil of
fear, as if life had been sucked out of them. They threw him in the back of their black Toyota Hilux, and one of
them sat on him. Then they drove off in a cloud of dust.
*
Papa dashed in minutes later. He gasped for breath like someone from a marathon. He held me so tightly that I
felt his shoulders quake.
Papa said things. I nodded but couldn’t hear what he said yet. My ears rang for a long time. I watched his
mouth move and tried to make out what he said as he hugged me again and again.
Mama Ekene stomped our home. I heard her voice finally, though it seemed to come from the end of a deep
tunnel.
Mama rushed in, dumping the vegetables she bought from the market. Nkemjika was still at the farm and
Ebuka and Adaeze were in school.
“Onye-isi, leader! They have taken my son!” Mama Ekene cried, throwing herself on the floor.
“Mama Ekene! What is it?” Mama asked as she danced on her feet in fear. “Who took him?”
“The vigilante boys!”
“Ewoo!” Our compound was soon crowded with neighbours. Women cried, and men shook their heads.
“Ewoo! Jesus! Please come and save him.”
Mama knelt on the ground, her hands stretched out in the sky as she expected God to do it right away. I looked
up in the sky and expected a miracle to happen, or for God to suddenly drop Ekene from the sky into mother’s
wide hands.
*
“We will get him back,” Papa’s voice boomed.
There was absolute quietness as he talked in that confident voice of authority I watched his face intently, to
catch every nuance of expression, but he seemed unshaken, unafraid.
He calmed the women and talked in whispers with the men.
The women hung around our compound while the men met.
Later, Papa told the women that he will go to Onitsha, to get Ekene back.
“What if you are arrested? Eh, dim oma?” Mama cried.
But I already knew he would go even if she tried to stop him. He suddenly looked like a leader, brave and
heroic like one who wouldn’t run in times of trouble.
“We will go with you too,” an elder of our umunna, community, said. He turned to the other clansmen,
“Is it not our son that was arrested?”
“Yes! We will go with him.”
From where I stood, I could feel Papas heart swell in gladness at the solidarity of his brothers. He thanked and
shook their hands. And they arranged to go to Onitsha the next day.
*
“What is it that I’m hearing?” Nkemjika asked me when he came back with a wheelbarrow full of small brown
yams. He had gone to harvest them from our farm at the Owelle. The yams were of a small species and weren’t
much bigger than my palm. Later, we would string them to the barn beside the house.
“Is it true that they took Ekene?”
“Yes.”
“Hey! What did he do?” Nkemjika asked and came to beside me.
“They came for Papa,” I said instead. “And they slapped me.”
“Njideka?” He held my face in his hands and turned to see the welts on them. My face still felt sore and my
ears were still ringing, though now only in a slow zzzz sound.
He hugged me tighter than Papa did.
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“I am so sorry, nwa nnem, my sister.” I nodded, but I was more worried for Papa.
“What did Papa do? Why should he go?” he asked
“Papa will go to the vigilante office in Onitsha,” I told him.
He froze and pulled away.
“He must not go,” he said with finality.
“I don’t want Papa to go. Please stop him,” I started crying. “I don’t want my papa to go.”
“Where is Papa?”
“He went with Mama, to visit the head of the umunna.”
“I must stop him when he comes back,” he comforted me.
*
When Mama and Papa were back, Papa still refused to listen to the voice of reason, to the pleas of Nkemjika
and Mama.
Nkemjika left angrily and Mama went into the living room to cry.
Ebuka did not watch his wrestling match. He lay on the chair opposite Papa and watched Papa’s face. I didn’t
sit at the back of the chair after I had served a dinner that no one wanted to eat; I sat close to Papa, so close I
feared he would hear my heart pounding with fear.
I imagined what they were doing to Ekene. The images were horrific. I had once seen a killing: the victim was
left to cry and beg for a long time as the vigilante boys sang and danced around him in circles before the leader
raised his cutlass in the air.
Some stubborn ones, like the famous preacher who was recently killed by them, were made to confess by the
truth-telling necklace hung on their neck.
“What if they have already killed Ekene?” I asked Papa.
He looked at me strangely, as if I was losing my mind.
I had thought of how the victims felt while they were butchered. Regret for their crimes?
I thought of how they must have pleaded with their hands tied behind their backs before they were killed.
*
His eyes lingered at the television for a moment, as a dark handsome man with sparkling glasses and stiff—
possibly starched—white shirt responded to the questions of the TV presenter.
The program was about the corruption going on in the state. I liked the man instantly. His eyes were searching
and kind behind the glasses. He sat, arms clasped in front of him, back straight, and neck held up high. A quiet
smile lurked around his lips when the presenter flipped through a notebook.
I watched him and wished to be like him, to feel confident when Mama threw her tantrums.
I wished to smile the way he did to Mama when she was upset. But I knew Mama would slap away the stupid
smile if I dared.
*
“They can’t kill him,” Papa said, turning back to watch the food in front of him.
In other days, he would have been engrossed in the TV dialogue, and would have praised the man in glasses
who spoke fast, unaccented English about the godfather-ism that was eating into our state like a festering wound.
*
The images of Ekene danced in front of my eyes. In my head, I saw the ever smiling face of Ekene as he was
tied with his hands behind his back and shoved face forward to the ground.
I imagined the impact of his face on the hot tarred road and winced as the smiling face hit the ground and
peeled off, revealing a whitish skin that gradually turned bloody red.
*
“Eat with me,” Papa said.
I looked at him and saw that his eyes were pleading. Mama would get mad if she found me sharing a plate with
Papa. I said.
“I want to feed Adaeze.”
“Adaeze is asleep.”
I looked at him again. He looked like a scared kid trying to act strong. I shared a plate with him. The food
tasted like old paper, morsels clung to my throat, refusing to go down even after I gulped cups of water.
“Njideka, are you not hungry?” he asked.
“No, Papa. I had a heavy lunch.” He looked into my eyes and I turned away.
“You are scared,” he stated.
“Yes, Papa! And Mama is crying,” as if to justify why I would cry.
“A good leader is one who stands for his people in the time trouble, Njideka. Always remember that.”
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“But you are not the head of your department,” I stated.
“Yes, I am not, but I led them to that protest and you know the head of our department would not go for
Ekene’s release. He didn’t even join us in the protest. I must go and tell them that we only, peacefully, demanded
for our salaries. We did not cause any damage or attack anyone. We exercised our rights as citizens in a democratic country.”
“Yes, Papa!” He sighed, and held my face, tilting it right to see the welts on it.
“You are my dearest daughter, and I am sorry I was not here to protect you from them.”
“I am okay Papa.”
*
But I was not actually okay. A torrent of emotions twirled inside me. I didn’t know whether to shout or cry.
Mama did the crying. She wept as if Papa was already killed. Her deep cries shook the whole house.
“Ewoo! My husband,” she wept, her cries came from the living room. “You want to make me a widow at my
age! Okwi’a?”
*
The next day, after a tumultuous night, Papa left with seven elders from our umunna.
Mama refused to bid him safe journey. She wept in a hoarse voice, her voice sounded different because she
cried all through the night, as if it was scratched roughly with a coarse paper.
Nkemjika tried to be strong. He hugged Papa before he left, then he went to the farm, his wheelbarrow
bouncing angrily on the uneven road.
Ebuka cried while Adaeze sucked her thumb.
I sat on our chair and stared at a brown spot on the ceiling. I willed for Papa to be safe.
*
I was asleep on the couch when the voices of the elders woke me up in the afternoon. I sat still, waiting for the
wind to carry Papa’s voice to me.
I didn’t hear his.
I felt hot urine threaten to surge, and I dashed to the kitchen through the back door and waited to hear shouts of
joy in the air that Papa came back with Ekene.
But there was none. And my heart nearly stopped beating when Nkemjika walked into the kitchen with a blank
face.
“Papa kwanu?” I asked.
“He was made to stay back.”
I felt a loud thump in my heart and everything went blurry for some seconds. I felt a painful press on my
bladder and danced slowly, pressing my legs together trying to suppress the urine that was threatening to flow out.
“The vigilante boys said that they broke the law by demonstrating against the Government, but the Elders were
assured that no harm will come to Papa. Papa was only made to wait for the Head of the Vigilante who was not
around.”
*
The face of the one who slapped me, the one who called Papa a mad man, flashed before my eyes. I ran off to
the latrine and wet my pant even before I bent on the pit that emitted heat when I took off its cover.
That night, I dreamt the vigilante tried killing Ekene, but he smiled as their cutlass couldn’t penetrate his skin
that had become tougher than flesh.
He laughed as they shot at him with their pump-action guns, the bullet bounced off his skin like a pebble and
he kept laughing as they pushed him face forward to the ground but his skin didn’t peel.
Papa stood over them all like a king watching court jesters.
But reality has a way of creeping back on me. Even though I knew that Papa was in trouble, I still hoped he
would come back just as the elders promised. It dawned on me by the second day that Papa was in trouble when
he didn't come home.
*
The umunna went to Onitsha the first day and came back without Papa.
One the second day, they bowed their heads in defeat as they tried to comfort Mama.
I didn’t want to believe I it. I assumed it was a dream I would wake up from.
But I woke up from my denial after a week. Mama’s eyes had sunken in her sockets. My skirt became a bit
looser at the waist. We had no appetite because it suddenly became a taboo to eat while Papa was held somewhere
evil.
I spent nights staring at the ceiling, hoping to connect with Papa telepathically; to give him strength.
*
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On the eight day after he went to Onitsha, Papa came, back home.
I was seated in front of our verandah when I heard the shouts of women singing Igbo songs of praise. It was
not yet Christmas time, but the voices were of the women from our Anglican Church choir. Their claps and songs
came to our gate and I saw Mama dash out of our room, her wrapper swishing away revealing her black under
skirt. I watched as she jumped into Papa’s awaiting hands, and I watched as she wailed, hugging and beating his
chest.
Papa looked different, withered like an aged flower stalk.
I searched his face from afar, but it was not the face I knew. It was as if they had returned me another Papa,
one with a face covered with thick facial hairs and a body heavily scabbed.
He limped towards me and opened his hands. I stared at the hands; they were covered with lesions. He wore
shorts that used to be the trousers he wore to Onitsha. His shirt was browned, stained with dark caked blood.
His skin under his right eye was swollen with pus. One eye was blood stained and the other was swollen shut.
I didn’t jump into his hands and beat his chest like Mama did. I stood there and watched as Nkemjika and
Ebuka crushed him in a hug. …
3
Papa became a changed man.
He was not the Papa that could be confident, that could talk. It was as if the vigilante boys had cut off his
tongue. He did’t answer when you greeted him and I began to get worried that they, indeed, had cut off his tongue,
until I saw him brushing his teeth. I suddenly realized that the Papa I knew was lost in a faraway land and only the
distant memory of who he used to be stayed with us.
Mama was worried. She went to prayer houses, seeking divine intervention and deliverance of Papa’s soul
from the prison in his head. Then she gave up hope of rescuing Papa.
*
In the following weeks, the workers in the state embarked on an indefinite strike action pending when their
arrears were paid, even though many had been staying at home long before then.
Papa seemed happy to stay home, lazing around reading old newspapers. Most times, he would be lost in
reading and when I asked what he was thinking, he would look at me as if I were a stranger.
*
Then, the corpse of Ekene was brought home; he had died in the vigilante boys’ cell at Onitsha.
At first when the old gray-blue Volvo Ambulance rode into their compound and disgorged some Elders, I
thought Papa would fall dead because he looked so ashen and dry and lifeless. His shirt flapped around him in the
light wind, like he wore a shirt two times his size, and his belt was tightened to a few more notches than usual; the
worn belt-hole he formally used gaped like an old mouth after the metal buckle.
He stood that way, tall and shrunken, and hands folded across his chest, looking over the low fence that
separated our home from Ekene’s, watched as Mama Ekene threw herself on the feet of the men carrying the
coffin.
“Papa,” I whispered, touched his hand.
But he did not move. We watched the men drag out the brown painted akpati-ozu; it took only four men to lift
the coffin. And when neighbours gathered into Ekene’s compound to comfort the squealing Mama Ekenc, Papa
did not go in with them, he watched as they dug a grave at the side of the compound, beside their banana tree, as
they dipped in the coffin with ropes after the Reverend had said the prayer. When the men began to shovel in
sand, he made a silent “uh!” sound, like a choke.
Most of the neighbours looked away from Papa, and though they could see him, they pretended he was not
there; but their eyes glinted with accusations. I stood there with Papa, wished he noticed that I stood by him even
when Mama later went to join the mourning women. I stood by him still, my legs aching from standing and
bladder bursting, until he turned and walked woodenly into the house.
*
After darkness set in, he walked out of his room. Mama did not talk to him; she watched with worry-furrowed
brow when he glided past us in the sitting room. Later in the night, we all still watched the television long after
the news was over, long after Akuko Igbo was over, our eyes darting to the door if any sound came. We sat that
way, Mama chipping in a few comments on a boring program we would not have been watching on another day.
She made no mention of how late it was already or how worried to death she looked. And after she had began
biting her fingers to the cuticles, Papa pushed through the gate, pounded on the door and threw up on her when
she opened the door for him.
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“Chi m!” she yelped.
We stood behind them. Papa weaved on his feet, eyes deep red under the florescent lamp, and shirt drenched
with the clingy, slimy and foul alcohol smelling vomit. Then she pushed him through into the compound, almost
slamming him on his butt before Nkemjika dashed forward, smearing the vomit on the floor, and grabbed his
hand. Our home stank of the choking alcohol up till the next morning, even after I scrubbed the sitting and
verandah with a stiff brush and bucket of water sprinkled with generous amount of detergent.
“Meya ofuma-ofuma, scrub it well,” Mama stood over me, a palm held over her nose. “I want to smell no more
of this abomination when I come back.”
“I will scrub it well, ma. I will add a few drops of Izal now.” I began to stand up.
“No, Izal smells like public toilet, reminds me of public toilet. Get Adaeze’s Detol and add just a drop. No,
make it two.”
By evening, the air was a mixture of the musky moulds from the compound, the smell or soaked cassava at the
backyard, Detol and a faint, strange smell. The strange smell I would perceive from Papa each time he was close.
*
It hurt to watch him that way, disgruntled and drunk, fighting to get back his strings of dignity left after Mama
had passed it through her shredders.
Mama was the kind of a woman who loved being heard, who loved authority, she gradually became the head of
our home. She provided for us with the little she made from her sales and from what was left in the farm.
She stopped calling Papa “Dim oma”, “my good husband”. She called him “Papa Nkemjika”. She bossed
everyone around, commanding what went on in the house, what time everyone ate.
She very swiftly began to fall in love with her new role.
*
Mama Ifeoma’s beer shack across the road at Eziogo became Papa’s second home. He soaked himself in
cheap, strong, locally made beer, and when he came back, he was always unsteady on his feet.
She could not stop him from visiting the shack. She began to nag him when he was home, sang about his
ineptitude as a man while clapping in his ears and booing him, and Papa would return to the shack whenever she
started.
Mama and Papa’s roles were reversed; Mama became the head. I saw Papa get lost daily, in small doses, like
he was drifting slowly on a mild tide away from us. His eyes were always glassy in the morning; it was the only
time he was sober.
*
Nkemjika became the miniature Papa. He tried to cover up for all of Papa’s failings. He played Papa to
Adaeze, teaching the nursery rhymes as Papa used to. Ebuka seemed not to notice any change at home and was
more concerned about trailing the bush for game.
*
I found comfort in school and lessons. Most times, I wished for lessons to stretch till past 4p.m, past midnight
and resume the next morning. I feared to watch the tensions build up between Papa and Mama.
Then, Papa’s attitude toward me changed one morning as I was getting ready for school. I was running late
after I had fetched water with Nkemjika and Ebuka from the stream early that morning and had just taken my bath
and applying our Stella pomade when my wrapper slipped and Papa barged into the room. He stood rooted to the
spot on the door, his hung mouth open, his eyes wider and watery.
I groped for wrapper and wound it round my body again.
*
There was a wise saying: If a hen attacks you in the morning, it would be wise to take to your heels because
you wouldn’t know if it teethed overnight.
The following Saturday Mama Nkoli came.
She was a woman who was not taller than a ten-year old girl and rarely visited except when she begged for
scoops of salt or cubes of maggi from Mama. Unlike before when she would knock on the gate and ask to see
Mama, she barged into our compound and screamed for Mama. I watched as she fumed with anger, swearing to
bring down fire and brimstone. Neighbours watched from our low fence as she shouted. Then mama stepped out
of the room.
“Mama Nkoli, why are you screaming down my house? Has something gone wrong in your head?”
“May you be struck down with diarrhea! May Amadioha wring your mouth for you!”
Mama Nkoli shot expletives at an astonished Mama. I was shocked as well, because it was my first time of
seeing her in such state of near madness.
“You dare insult me?” Mama shouted in her angry voice, “You dare!”
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“Yes! And I will pluck out your eyes if you open that your big mouth again!”
*
Now, that was a surprising threat. Mama exhaled and stepped back a little, as if she saw a different Mama
Nkoli. She looked around the compound, as if searching for what brought such bad tidings to her door.
Our neighbours, who watched the scene from across our low fence, ducked when her gaze briefly hovered over
them. She turned back to where the brimming Mama Nkoli stood, fuming like a tethered wild animal.
Mama Nkoli was not intimidated by Mama’s six foot frame. In fact, Mama Nkoli seemed to have gained a few
more feet overnight and was ready to fly over Mama and bite her eyes.
“Warn your husband! Warn him oo. The land is my witness because I will cut off his testicles and bring them
to you, if I ever see him near my sister again! Warn him!” she shouted, bouncing on her feet.
Mama Nkoli bounced out the same way she came in, furious. She left a deafening silence in her wake and
Mama stood in front of the house dazed, unsure whether to regain her pride and chase the small woman, or to go
back inside with her wounded pride.
I concentrated on scouring the back of our blackened pot with sand and ashes when her gaze flipped to me.
She was looking for a scapegoat, the way out of her shame.
*
“Bia, Njideka! How long will it take you to wash that pot?" She barked.
I froze; my neck tingled as I thought of a sensible response. She stomped close to me, tightening her wrapper
as if ready to give me a chase if I dared make a move. I looked at her, at the cloud of anger veiling her face. She
really needed an escape from that Mama Nkoli’s insult.
“Have you gone deaf too? Asim, how long will it take you to wash those pots you lazy girl!”
I opened and closed my mouth. The iron sponge slipped from my hand.
“Why did you let that woman into this compound without my permission? Is that how you let in people here?”
She drew nearer.
“Is it that you have no sense, or that your skull is filled with wool?”
“I was washing these pots when she came, flying in,” I whispered.
“Ta! Kpuchie onu, shut up! You fool with no sense. And you have been bent to these pots since morning that
you didn’t know when she barged in, okwi’a?”
*
As she was about to jump on me, Adaeze wailed in a blood curdling cry; too deep for a four year old.
“They are here, Mama! See them! See them!” she pointed wildly, while she ran to Mama.
“What are they?” Mama cried, running to Adaeze.
“They are here!”
I froze and shook.
I saw them trooping out of the room, black, star-shaped tattoos on their foreheads, faces painted in white chalk.
They looked like dolls; pretty dolls, with mischievous eyes. They were about Adaeze’s age, all dressed in white
clothes tied around their waist. They tickled Adaeze with strips of palm fronds.
Mama didn’t see the girls and wouldn’t have been able to because the girls glided and melded in and out of
Mama’s body like light. Mama was screaming
“Ohala Jesus! Blood of Jesus! I rebuke you in the name of Jesus!” To me, she said,
“Njideka, please get me that gallon of holy water!”
I could not move.
“See them! See them!” Adaeze shrieked, beating away the ticklish palm fronds.
The girls were giggling sharp sounds that hurt my ears, dancing around Mama and Adaeze. But when they saw
me, they froze, their smiles died and fear crept into their bright eyes. Then they rushed backwards, gathered
around in a circle, and merged in a straight, thin white line, to the back of the house.
“Njideka! Get me the holy water!” Mama cried.
Adaeze was jerking.
*
Every other thing then happened fast.
I dashed to the room, grabbed the gallon of holy water in a haze. Mama bathed Adaeze with it, making sure
that she swallowed the salty water.
I pulled off Adaeze’s clothes. My body was shaking uncontrollably. The black stain from the charcoal I had
been scouring from the pots mixed with the water and ran in rivulets down her legs, but Mama didn’t care. She
ran to the room and came back with her olive oil which she splashed on Adaeze’s forehead and face.
Adaeze stopped shaking and clung to me.
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“Please, don’t leave me, sister,” she cried. “Please make them stop.”
“Ada," I whispered.
“Go and get Nurse for me,” Mama begged.
I looked at her eves and saw the hostility was there no longer. She was defeated again, by pain this time.
“Okay, Mama,” I whispered.
I ran down our uneven and bumpy roads, my dress billowing with the wind, to get the nurse. Only I would
wonder why Mama never saw the girls.
*
That night was the longest ever. Though Adaeze got better and still clung to me, Mama was angry.
Papa came back from the shack in the evening and I knew he regretted why he came home. Mama had sat in
front of the verandah and waited for his arrival. I sat with Adaeze in the room, still wondering why Mama hadn’t
seen the girls, why only I could see them. Soon my hands started shaking.
That night, Mama threw curses on Papa. When Nkemjika could not separate them, he came to sit with me in
the room. Our neighbours didn’t bother to hide below the fences while they listened and snickered at the ruckus
from our house.
“What happened to us?” I asked Nkemjika. But I wished to ask,
“What is happening to me?”
He looked at me, shook his head, and placed a hand on my shoulders.
I leaned into him while Mama's voice deafened us.
*
Tension and poverty played a game of leapfrog in our family.
I saw that my dreams which had just begun to sprout butterflies, their early colours enchanting with promises
of brightness, were getting squashed. They said growing up was watching your breasts grow, your waist widen
and hairs sprout on your erogenous zones. You became aware of the warmness that spread in circles in your
stomach when that fine boy smiled at you.
But that was not growing to me. Growing up was watching Papa drift away from us, and Mama grow
drastically older from frying akara balls just to cater for our home.
*
Our term examinations loomed and I wanted to make Mama proud of me. I wanted her to hug me and smile,
like she used to. But she no longer smiled. Her skin was stretched taut on her face, so taut it looked about to break
when she frowned, which was often.
I was in Senior Secondary School 2, and was also preparing for the General Certificate Examination that would
come by November. Papa had bought me the form months ago, before the protests, even though I still had one
more year before I should take the certificate examination.
“Smart students take it early,” he had said the day he handed me the form. Then, he also got me enrolled for
the afternoon classes at Oxford’s extramural at Nimo.
*
Mama gradually stopped me from those lessons; just days after Adaeze’s attack.
At first, she asked me to stay home with Adaeze while she went for prayers. Then, after Adaeze resumed
school; someone has to be at home in case anything happened. I didn’t question why because Mama’s words were
always true.
“When you grow like me, you will understand,” she had said to me as a child when I asked why I was named
“Njideka”, while Adaeze, a baby, was given a name meant for first daughters.
*
I was asleep the next day when I felt a slithering up my legs. It felt at first, as if a cockroach ran along the
length of my leg. I slapped it away and then turned on my side.
Cockroaches were kin. There was no point killing them anymore, they had reserve regiments in our ceiling.
They also lived inside our old cupboards and they all trouped out at night when the lights were off. You would see
them flying over your head when you suddenly put on the light.
But this cockroach was persistent, it climb back again unto my leg. I jumped up.
“Papa!” I said. He was bent close to me, his breath was thick with alcohol.
“You didn’t go to school, why?” he asked, and stood up languidly, as if he preferred to remain bent.
“Mama asked me to stay home,” I said and began to sit up.
“Why?” He asked, his voice unnecessary high, different.
“She went for her ministry’s prayer meeting,”
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“And does that stop you from going to school and lessons? Or have you forgotten how much your lesson fees
cost me? Ngwa, go in there and dress up for lessons!”
“Okay, Papa. But I still have to bring back Adaeze from school.”
“Just prepare for lesson, I will bring her back,” he said.
“Okay, Papa. Thank you, Papa.”
*
Mama stood in front of our door when I walked in, her left leg tapping furiously on the ground. She squinted
when she saw me come in through the gate, and she started to come forward.
“Njideka! Where are you coming from?”
I stood, every nerve in my body was at edge, ready to jump out any moment and escape through the narrow
gate. My heart thudded.
“Ma?”
“Asim, where in the bottomless pit of hell are you coming from at this time of the day,” Mama asked.
“I am coming from lesson,” I whispered.
“Hey!” She cried to the heavens, her eye rolled round her socket. “She dared disobey me!”
“Mama, it was Papa that said I should go,” I started.
“May you be gobbled by vultures alive! May thunder strike you there!" She thundered, "May you—” But she
was cut off by Papa.
“Ah! Ah! Is it the girl you are venting all these curses on? Or, is it that you are so blinded by rage that you
refused to acknowledge that she went by my own bidding?” Papa said to her, his voice high and authoritative.
“Why did she go? Was I stupid to ask her to stay back?”
“But she went by my permission,” Papa’s voice mellowed.
“If she didn’t wish to disobey me, she would have told you that I vehemently asked her to stay back, to care of
home while was away,” then Mama turned to me, “I will deal with you. I can see that you are now sprouting
wings under my nose, okwi’a?”
“I am sorry, Mama,” I cried. I expected Papa to continue intervening, but he seemed to withdraw to his shell,
away from Mama’s roving eyes.
“I am going to pluck off those wings of yours for you, Inu?” she said slowly, so slowly that I could imagine her
hands de-feathering my invisible wings. Her eyes were hot embers burning through mine, burrowing painful holes
on my skin.
“So you are now a full agboho, okwi’a? You are now so grown that you have overgrown me in this house? I
will deal with you!” With that she tramped back into the house.
*
If I could turn back the hands of time, I would not have gone for lessons that day. Papa walked into the house
after Mama, head bent and shoulder hunched like a child about to get thrashed, and a few seconds later, I heard it
all as Mama tongue-lashed him.
“Last time, it was Mama Nkoli who came here to give me the insult of my life because of you! Today, you are
insulting me again because of this silly girl. I won’t have it! I won’t!”
“Nwuyem, my wife, I am sorry, I didn't know you had a reason for asking her to stay,” Papa’s voice was
pleading. I wished to cover my ears as they talked back and forth.
“She won’t take that GCE again. Not while I am alive! Where will we get the money to pay for her education?
You have no job now and we are striving to have three square meals per day.”
“It won’t be ideal to take such radical decision now.”
“But she is disobeying me!”
“No. No. Nwuyem, the okra leaf can never overgrow its planter. So, cool down, I will warn her not to mislead
me again,” Papa pleaded.
I felt the world quake under my feet. Mislead him? I felt the ground beneath me cave in to swallow me. I sat
by our gate and cried till I could not summon anymore tears.
*
I was still seated by the gate when Nkemjika walked in. He shut the gate with his left foot, and was about to
walk to the house when he saw me.
“Njideka, why are you seated here?”
I held tightly unto my books. I’d been holding them so close that the edges bit into my skin, leaving welts on
my arms. But I didn’t want to let go. It was all I had left, all that will be the memory of the lessons I knew Mama
would never let me attend again.
“Njideka?” He bent to meet my gaze. His eyes searching mine, his hands shook my shoulders.
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I stared into his eyes. His eyes were always kind. His eyes, like a warm bath, washed my tensions away. I felt
the tears again, beginning the steady course down my face.
“What happened?”
I smiled sadly. It would really sound stupid to try to explain what went wrong because I couldn’t even tell what
I did wrong. It was as if I imagined it, like I imagined that Papa didn’t mellow to Mama as she threatened. I
wouldn’t make sense telling Nkemjika.
“I disobeyed her,” I told him instead. “I shouldn’t have. And she is very angry with me.” He drew me to my
feet and said,
“Come, let’s go into the house.”
*
The next day, Mama stopped me from going to school before she left with Adaeze and Ebuka. She didn’t fry
akara that day. She spent more time in prayer houses, seeking for the solution to our problems.
Papa left for the umunna meeting and Nkemjika went to his JAMB lessons.
I sat on our chair in the sitting room and stared blindly at the picture of Mama and Papa on our wall. I
imagined what it would have been like for them. Mama looked not a day older than sixteen in that picture and
Papa lounged on the wall beside her, his shirt unbuttoned past the hairy chest. He looked not a day over twentyfive.
I was still staring at the pictures when Papa came back.
“Njideka, how are you?” He asked.
I looked at him, tried to open my mouth to answer him. But only a cough sputtered out.
“I am not happy that you didn’t go to school,” be said.
I gazed at the wall.
He came to sit beside me, so close that I could feel the hairs on the back of his hands graze my skin. We sat
that way. I was lost in thought, thoughts of how to make Mama forgive me. Perhaps, if I washed all her old
clothes and scrubbed our home clean, she would have mercy?
“You know how your mother is when she is mad, but I will talk to her when she comes back.”
I nodded, and turned to look into his eyes. He held my stare and didn’t blink his eyelashes. I turned back to
stare at their picture on the wall. I wished to ask him if Mama was happy when she married so early.
Papa’s hot breath flushed against my skin, against my neck. I could feel the hairs in his nostrils rustle. I turned
to him again, because his breathing became frenzied, like someone in pain.
“Papa,” I started. He held my stare again. The colour of his eyes became darker, like a veil was pulled over it,
and his nose flared.
“Njidek,” he whispered.
“Papa,” I answered.
“Do you know that you are very beautiful girl, my omalicha?”
I nodded.
“You are very beautiful and you will soon become more beautiful that men will fall at your feet,” his voice was
small, smaller than Nkemjika’s when he talked about his girlfriend.
“Thank you, Papa.”
“I knew you would be this beautiful,” he continued, but his tone became fevered and his hand shook slightly
when he brought it to lace with mine.
“Papa,” I said, and stared at his hand. It felt strange to have him hold me that way. It was not hard or firm, it
was tender, so tender like you do when you hold a new born baby in your hand. You try not to hurt. You hold it in
love.
Then, Papa smiled, and my heart froze.
His smile. It was not his; it was from another whose name I could not remember, though I could almost reach
it, could almost grasp it.
His eyes … there was something there. Like a child trapped in a cage, a cage guarded by fearsome spirits. He
was trapped in his body and was possessed by that other, stronger and more powerful—one whose aim was
unknown.
“Isele, be strong,” the voice whispered in my head.
I shook off his hands, stood up and said,
“Papa, let me go over to my friend’s house.”
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The Abuja National Mosque, Abuja, Federal Capital Territory, Nigeria

The Cathedral of Our Lady Queen of Nigeria, Abuja, Federal Capital Territory, Nigeria

672

The Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-day Saints, Abuja, Federal Capital Territory, Nigeria
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Our Lord’s Cathedral Church, Uturu, Abia State, Nigeria

The Mater Dei Cathedral, Umuezukwe Local Governing Authority, Umuahia, Abia State, Nigeria; or
The Church of Christ the King, Umuezukwe Region, Abia State, Nigeria: the reference is not clear.
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A mosque at Yola, Adamawa State, Nigeria

The Church of St. Theresa, Yola, Adamawa State, Nigeria
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The Church of Sts. Peter and Paul, Essene Town, Ikot-Abasi Local Government Authority, Akwa Ibom
State, Nigeria

Caption: “In the opposite corner of the square is the Udut Eka Ekpo shrine, before which the famous Eka
Ekpo masquerade comes to stand and has to be pulled away by force. A symbol, anyang, is placed on a
strong akwa stick opposite that place, to indicate the coming out of the Ekong masquerade.”
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The Cathedral of St. Anne, Ikot Ekpene, Akwa Ibom State, Nigeria

The Cathedral of Christ the King, Uyo, Akwa Ibom State, Nitgeria: two views
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The Cathedral Basilica Of The Most Holy Trinity, Onitsha, Anambra State, Nigeria: two views
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The Central Mosque, Onitsha, Anambra State, Nigeria

The Cathedral of St. Patrick, Awka, Anambra State, Nigeria
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The Cathedral of All Saints, Onitsha, Anambra State, Nigeria

The Church of St. Philip, Ozubulu, nr. Onitsha, Anambra State, Nigeria
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The Cathedral of Our Lady of the Assumption, Nnewi, Anambra State, Nigeria

The Cathedral of St. John, Bauchi, Bauchi State, Nigeria
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The Central Mosque, Bauchi, Bauchi State, Nigeria

Caption: “A church minaret is seen behind houses built near the banks of the Nun River on the outskirts of
the Bayelsa State capital, Yenagoa, in Nigeria's delta region, October 8, 2015.”[Nigeria]
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The Cathedral Church of the Eternal and Sacred Order of the Cherubim and Seraphim, Yenagoa, Bayelsa
State, Nigeria

The Church of St. Matthias (under construction), Amarata, Yenagoa, Bayelsa State, Nigeria
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The Cathedral Church of All Saints, Macurdi, Benue State, Nigeria

The Cathedral of St. Francis, Otukpo, Benue State, Nigeria
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A Mosque in Maiduguri, Borno State, Nigeria

A church at Maiduguri, Borno State, Nigeria
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The Church of St. Jude, Calabar, Cross River State, Nigeria

The Akaniobio Church (c.1900), Calabar, Cross River State, Nigeria
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The Duke Town Presbyterian Church, Calabar, Cross River State, Nigeria

The Brook Church, Calabar, Cross River State, Nigeria
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At the site stands a small white cathedral with about 31 pew capable of accommodating about 120 worshippers.
The monument, cordoned off by two lines of chains, stands in the very spot where the Bible was said to have
dropped from heaven some 97 years ago. The monument stands about seven feet above the ground carrying a
pulpit upraised in the form of an altar. Three objects stand on top of the altar; a cross, an open book depicting the
Fallen Holy Bible standing atop 12 tubers of yam. At the middle of the altar is written: ‘The Miracle of the Araya
Holy Bible August 1914’. On the wall of the cathedral is a tablet containing the 14 dos and the don’ts for every
pilgrim to the site. They include that there should be no form of trading or any form of business while at the site;
no cooking or any form of fire; no wearing of ornaments in the form of consecration; no entry into the monument
proper; no crusade; must be tidy; and above all only three days can be spent in the place and pilgrims must
maintain absolute quietness. There is light in Araya, but the only semblance of light at the Bible Site is a blue
kerosene lantern standing at the corner of the monument. At the back of the small cathedral is a small house
apparently, for conveniences. The place itself is surrounded by not too large trees at the confluence of the Aya lake
and the fast running waters that empty into the Ase River which in turn flows into the River Niger. For the almost
39 minutes Sunday Vanguard spent on the sandy soil of the Bible Site, no creature of any kind was sighted beyond
the birds that occasionally flapped their wings and reminded one of their unperturbed presence by their sonorous
songs perhaps to attract preys. Inside the cathedral is every paraphernalia of a church complete with two altars, a
wooden box at the centre with two holes—one for vows and the other for offerings. Further down the altar is
another simple table for ministers. There are no public address systems neither are musical instruments even
though there is a choir stand at a corner of the church building. It is, however, worthy of note that Isoko Christians
can make rancorous, wonderful and melodious music with their hand claps only (Abo Abo).
The pilgrimage site of an alleged miracle concerning a Bible which dropped from Heaven, at Araya Village,
Delta State, Nigeria, together with a desription thereof, abstracted from an article by Sam Eyoboka
originally written on July 3, 2011, for which see on the Internet under Vanguard, Breaking News, Home,
Special Report ‘Bible dropped from heaven on rain soaked yams … Bible not wet ‘
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The Cathedral of the Sacred Heart, Warri, Delta State, Nigeria

The Celestial Church, Asasba, Delta State, Nigeria
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The Zappa Catholic Church, Asaba, Delta Church, Nigeria

The Church of the Oracle of God Ministries, Asaba, Delta State, Nigeria
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The Grail Center, Abakaliki, Ebonyi State, Nigeria

A mosque under construction at Auchi, Edo State, Nigeria
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The Cathedral of Archbishop Benson Idahosa, Uromi, Edo State, Nigeria

The Cathedral of St. Anthony of Padua, Uromi, Edo State, Nigeria
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A mosque in Ado-Ekiti, Ekiti State, Nigeria

All Saint’s Church, Enugu, Enugu State
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The Cathedral Church of the Good Shepherd, Enugu, Enugu State, Nigeria

The Church of the Holy Trinity, Enugu, Enugu State, Nigeri
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The Cathedral of St. Michael the Archangel, Awgu, Enugu State, Nigeria

The Central Mosque, Gombe, Gombe State, Nigeria
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The Cathedral of the Assumption, Owerri, Imo State, Nigeria

The Mater Ecclesiae Cathedral, Ahiara, Imo State, Nigeria
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The Cathedral of St. Michael and All Angels, Mbaise Local Government Authority, Imo State, Nigeria

The Cathedral Church of Sts. Peter and John the Devine, Nkwerre, Imo State, Nigeria
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The Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Orlu, Imo State, Nigeria

The chapel of the Novitiate of the Institute of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, Mother of Christ, Nkpor,
Anambra State, Nigeria
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A mosque at Dutse, Jigawa State, Nigeria

The Sultan Bello Mosque, Kaduna, Kaduna State, Nigeria; elsewhere credited to Sokoto State
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The Cathedral of St. Joseph, Kaduna, Kaduna State, Nigeria

The Cathedral of Christ the King, Zaria, Kaduna State, Nigeria
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The Bashir Uthman Tofa Mosque, nr. Kano, Kano State, Nigeria

The Central Mosque, Kano, Kano State, Nigeria
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The Cathedral of Our Lady of Fatima, Kano, Kano State, Nigeria

The Mosque of the State Secretaria, Katsina, Katsina State, Nigeria
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The Central Mosque, Kebbi State, Nigeria

A mosque at Lokoja, Kogi State, Nigeria

The Cathedral of St. Boniface, Idah, Kogi State, Nigeria
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The Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception, Lokoja, Kogi State, Nigeria

The Central Mosque, Ilorin, Kwara State, Nigeria

The Central Mosque, Offa, Kwara State, Nigeria
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The Cathedral Church of Christ, Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria: two views
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The Cathedral of the Holy Cross, Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria: two views and a detail
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The Ilorin mosque, Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria

The Central Mosque, Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria
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The Rock Cathedral, Lagos, Lagos State, Nigeria
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A mosque in Lafia, Nasarawa State, Nigeria

The Central Mosque in Minna, Niger State
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The Cathedral of St. Peter, Abeokuta, Ogun State, Nigeria: two views
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The Central Mosque, Ijebu Ayepe, Ogun State, Nigeria

Faith Tabernacle, Ota, Ogun State, Nigeria
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The Central Mosque, Akure, Ondo State, Nigeria

The Cathedral of the Sacred Heart, Akure, Ondo State, Nigeria
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A mosque in Oshogbo, Osun State, Nigeria

A mosque in Ejigbo, Osun State, Nigeria
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A church in Ogbomoso, Oyo State, Nigeria

The Central Mosque, Jos, Plateau State, Nigeria

A mosque in Jos, Plateau State, Nigeria
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The Ali-Sultan Ahmed Mosque, Port Harcourt, Rivers State, Nigeria

The Cathedral of St. Paul, Port Harcourt, Rivers State, Nigeria
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The Cathedral of St. Stephen, Elem-Tombia, Rivers State, Nigeria

The Sultan Abubakaar III Mosque, Sokoto, Sokoto State, Nigeria: two views
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A mosque in Jalingo, Taraba State, Nigeria: two views
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The Central Mosque, Damaturu, Yobe State, Nigeria

The Church of St. Mary, Zamfara State, Nigeria
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