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lage when the arrests were made so that he could not be connected with
these and would not be in danger of having his ears cut off for taking heeg
of what the government wanted of him, or having his lips mutilated fo;
what he had told.

His cousin gave him blankets. He slept in a hut with her father. The
deaf old man was aware neither that he had come nor was leaving so early
that last night’s moon, the size of the bicycle’s reflector, was still shiny in
the sky. The bicycle rode up on spring-hares without disturbing them, i,
the forest; there was a stink of jackal-fouling still sharp on the dew. Smoke
already marked his village; early cooking fires were lit. Then he saw that
the smoke, the black particles spindling at his face, were not from cooking
fires. Instead of going faster as he pumped his feet against the weight of
sand the bicycle seemed to slow along with his mind, to find in each
revolution of its wheels the countersurge: to stop; not go on. But there wag
no way not to reach what he found. The planes only children bothered to
look up at any longer had come in the night and dropped something
terrible and alive that no one could have read or heard about enough to
be sufficiently afraid of. He saw first a bloody kaross,® a dog caught on the
roots of an upturned tree. The earth under the village seemed to have
burst open and flung away what it carried: the huts, pots, gourds, blankets,
the tin trunks, alarm-clocks, curtain-booth photographs, bicycles, radios
and shoes brought back from the mines, the bright cloths young wives
wound on their heads, the pretty pictures of white lambs and pink children
at the knees of the golden-haired Christ the Scottish Mission Board first
brought long ago—all five generations of the clan’s life that had been
chronicled by each succeeding generation in episodes told to the next.
The huts had staved in like broken anthills. Within earth walls baked
and streaked by fire the thatch and roof-poles were ash. He bellowed and
stumbled from hut to hut, nothing answered frenzy, not even a chicken
rose from under his feet. The walls of his house still stood. It was gutted
and the roof had buckled. A black stiff creature lay roasted on its chain in
the yard. In one of the huts he saw a human shape transformed the same
way, a thing of stiff tar daubed on a recognizable framework. It was the
hut where the mad woman lived; when those who had survived fled, they
had forgotten her.

The chief's mother and his youngest wife were not among them. But
the baby boy lived, and will grow up in the care of the older wives. No
one can say what it was the white soldier said over the telephone to his
commanding officer, and if the commanding officer had told him what
was going to be done, or whether the white soldier knew, as a matter of
procedure laid down in his military training for this kind of war, what
would be done. The chief hanged himself in the mopane. The police or
the army (much the same these days, people confuse them) found the
bicycle beneath his dangling shoes. So the family hanger-on still rides it;
it would have been lost if it had been safe in the kitchen when the raid

8. A cloak made of animal skin.
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came. No one knows where the chief found a rope, in the ruins of his
village.

The people are beginning to go back. The dead are properly buried in
ancestral places in the mopane forest. The women are to be seen carrying
tins and grain panniers of mud® up from the river. In talkative bands they
squat and smear, raising the huts again. They bring sheaves of reeds
exceeding their own height, balanced like the cross-stroke of a majuscular’
T on their heads. The men’s voices sound through the mopane as they
choose and fell trees for the roof supports.

A white flag on a mopane pole hangs outside the house whose white
walls, built like a white man’s, stand from before this time.

9. For rebuilding homes. Panniers: large baskets, usually slung over the backs of animals. 1. Capital.

CHINUA ACHEBE
born 1930

The best-known African writer today is the Nigerian Chinua Achebe, whose first
novel, Things Fall Apart, exploded the colonialist image of Africans as childlike
people living in a primitive society. Achebe’s novels, stories, poetry, and essays
have made him a respected and prophetic figure in Africa. In Western countries,
where he has traveled, taught, and lectured widely, he is admired as a major writer
who has given an entirely new direction to the English-language novel. Achebe
has created not only the African postcolonial novel with its new themes and char-
acters, but also a complex narrative point of view that questions cultural images—
including its own—with a subtle irony and compassion born from bicultural expe-
rience. His vantage point is different from that of Doris Lessing or Albert Camus,
two authors whose work is also concerned with African experience: Achebe writes,
as he says, “from the inside.” For him as for many other writers in this volume,
literature is important because it liberates the human imagination; it “begins as an
adventure in self-discovery and ends in wisdom and human conscience.”

Chinua Achebe was born in the town of Ogidi, an Igbo-speaking town of East-
ern Nigeria, on November 16, 1930. He was the fifth of six children in the family
of Isaiah Okafor Achebe, a teacher for the Church Missionary Society, and his
wife, Janet. Achebe’s parents christened him Albert after Prince Albert, husband
of Queen Victoria. When he entered the university the author rejected his British
name in favor of his indigenous name Chinua, which abbreviates Chinualumogu,
or “My spirit come fight for me.” Achebe’s novels offer a picture of Igbo society
with its fierce egalitarianism and “town meeting” debates. Two cultures co-existed
in Ogidi: on the one hand, African social customs and traditional religion, and on
the other, British colonial authority and Christianity. Instead of being torn
between the two, Achebe found himself curious about both ways of life and fasci-
nated with the dual perspective that came from living “at the crossroads of cul-
tures.”

He attended Church schools in Ogidi where instruction was carried out in
English after the first two years. Achebe read the various books in his father’s
library, most of them primers or Church related, but he also listened eagerly to his
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mother and sister when they told traditional Igbo stories. Entering a prestigi

government college (secondary school) in Umuahia, he immediately took aglous
tage of its well-stocked library. Achebe later commented on the crucial im ort Vel
of books in creating writers and committed readers, noting that private sgcosdnce
schools had few if any books and that almost all the first generation of Nige s
writers—including himself and Wole Soyinka (born 1934)—had gone to a i
ment college. iR

After graduating in 1948, Achebe entered University College, Ibadan, op

tho]arship to study medicine. In the following year he changed to a progr’am i
liberal arts that combined English, history, and religious studies. Research in t}lln
las? two fields deepened his knowledge of Nigerian history and culture: the
asmgned literary texts, however, brought into sharp focus the distorted ima,e ?
African culture offered by British colonial literature. Reading Joyce Cary’s l\/glisto
Johnson (1939), a novel recommended for its depiction of life in Nigeria, he wer
shocked to find Nigerians described as violent savages with passionate ;nstincis
and simple minds: “and so I thought if this was famous, then perhaps someons
ought to try and look at this from the inside.” He began writing while at the
university, contributing articles and sketches to several campus papers, and ube
!1shlng four stories in the University Herald, a magazine whose editor he beclfn :
in his third year. ‘ ¥

. Upon receiving his B.A. in 1953, Achebe joined the Nigerian Broadcasting Ser-
vice, working in the Talks Section and traveling to London in 1956 to attend the
British Broadcasting Corporation Staff School. Promotions came quickly; he was
n‘amed head of the Talks Section in 1957, controller of the Eastern Reéion Sta-
tions in 1959, and in 1961 director of External Services in charge of the Voice of
Nigeria. The radio position was more than a merely administrative post, for
Achebe and his colleagues were working to create a sense of shared national idenL
tity through broadcasting national news and information about Nigerian culture
qu since the end of World War II, Nigeria had been torn by intellectual it
Pohtical rivalries that overlaid the common struggle for independence (achieved
in 1960). The three major ethnolinguistic groups— Yoruba, Hausa-Fulani, and
Igbo (once spelled Tbo)—were increasingly locked in economic and pofitical
rivalry at the same time they were fighting to erase the vestiges of British colonial
rule. These problems eventually boiled over in the Nigerian Civil War (1967-
1970). The persistence of political corruption is depicted in A Man of the People
(1966) and Anthills of the Savannah (1987). '

Achebe is convinced of the writer’s social responsibility, and he draws frequent
contrasts between the European “art for art’s sake” tradition and an African belief
in the indivisibility of art and society. His favorite example is the Owerri Igbo
custom of mbari, a communal art project in which villagers selected by the priest
of thg earth goddess Ala live in a forest clearing for a year or more, working under
the'dlrectign of master artists to prepare a temple of images in the goddesss honor.
This creative communal enterprise and its culminating festival are diametrically
opposed, he says, to the European custom of secluding art objects in museums or
private collections. Instead, mbari celebrates art as a cultural process affirming
that “.art belongs to all and is a ‘function’ of society.” Achebe’s own %ractice as
novelist, poet, essayist, founder and editor of two journals, lecturer, and active
representative of African letters exemplifies this commitment to the community.

H1§ first novel, Things Fall Apart (1958), was a conscious attempt to counteract
the dlsfortions of Cary’s Mister Johnson by describing the richness and complexity
pf traditional African society before the colonial and missionary invasion. It was
important, Achebe said, to “teach my readers that their past—with all its imperfec-
tions—was not one long night of savagery from which the first Europeans acting
on God’s behalf delivered them.” The novel was recognized immediately as an
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extraordinary work of literature in English. It also became the first classic work of
modern African fiction, translated into nine languages, and Achebe became for
many readers and writers the teacher of a whole generation. In 1959 he received
the Margaret Wrong Memorial prize, and in 1960 —after the publication of a
sequel, No Longer at Ease—he received the Nigerian National Trophy for litera-
ture. His later novels continue to examine the individual and cultural dilemmas
of Nigerian society, although their background varies from the traditional religious
society of Arrow of God (1964) to thinly disguised accounts of contemporary politi-
cal strife.

Achebe’s reputation as the “father of the African novel in English” does not
depend solely on his accounts of Nigerian society. In contrast with writers such as
Ngugi wa Thiong'o (born 1938), who insist that the contemporary African writer
has a moral obligation to write in one of the tribal languages, Achebe maintains
his right to compose in the English he has used since his school days. His literary
language is an English skillfully blended with Igbo vocabulary, proverbs, images,
and speech patterns to create a new voice embodying the linguistic pluralism of
modern African experience. By including standard English, Igbo, and pidgin in
different contexts, Achebe demonstrates the existence of a diverse society that is
otherwise concealed behind language barriers—a culture, he suggests, that
escaped colonial officials who wrote about African character without ever under-
standing the language. He also thereby acknowledges that his primary African
audience is composed of younger, schooled readers who are relatively fluent in
English.

It is hard to overestimate the influence of Nigerian politics on Achebe’s life after
1966. In January, a military coup d’état led by young Igbo officers overthrew the
government; six months later, a second coup led by non-Igbo officers took power.
Ethnic rivalries intensified: thousands of Igbos were killed and driven out of the
north. Achebe and his family fled the capital of Lagos when soldiers were sent to
find him, and the novelist became a senior research fellow at the University of
Nigeria, Nsukka (in Eastern Nigeria). In May 1967 the eastern region, mainly
populated by Igbo-speakers, seceded as the new nation of Biafra. From then on
until the defeat of Biafra in January 1970, a bloody civil war was waged with high
civilian casualties and widespread starvation. Achebe traveled in Europe, North
America, and Africa to win support for Biafra, proclaiming that “no government,
black or white, has the right to stigmatize and destroy groups of its own citizens
without undermining the basis of its own existence.” A group of his poems about
the war won the Commonwealth Poetry Prize in 1972, the same year that he
published a volume of short stories, Girls at War, and left Nigeria to take up a
three-year position at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst. Returning to
Nsukka as professor of literature in 1976, Achebe continued to participate in his
country’s political life. He published an attack on the corrupt leadership in The
Trouble with Nigeria (1983) and—drawing on circumstances surrounding a fifth
military coup in 1985—produced his fifth novel, Anthills of the Savannah, in

1987. Although it reiterates Achebe’s familiar indictment of ruthless politicians,
alienated intellectuals, and those who accept dictatorship as a route to reform, this
novel offers hope for the future through a return to the people and a symbolic
child born at the end: a girl child with a boy’s name, “May the Path Never Close.”
Badly hurt in a car accident the year after Anthills was published, Achebe slowly
recovered and returned to his writing. He currently teaches at Bard College.

A predominant theme in Achebe’s novels and essays is the notion of balance or
interdependence: balance between earth and sky, individual and community, man
and woman, or different perspectives on the same situation. Igbo thought is funda-
mentally dualistic, the novelist explains: “Wherever Something stands, Something
Else will stand beside it. Nothing is absolute.” Extremes carry the seeds of destruc-



. |

2934 CHINUA ACHEBE

tion. Indeed, destruction follows i ’

4 n Achebe’s novels whenever b 1 ;
:ug)ed:‘wh}::n Okonkyvo in Things Fall Apart represses any signsa Zlflc“ef ol
ao t}rlles.s, when the priest Ezeulu in Arrow of God is imprisoned and female”
C;l o.rlzedthe feas't of the New Yam, without which his people cannot r]e e t.o
1 ops; and when, in later books, the lust for power and possessions bl; dp o th.e”
eaders to the needs of the people. et o Bstian

The fundamental ima i i
[ ge of this balance is contained in the Ioh
. ;
which recurs throu‘ghout Achebe’s work. Chi is a personal deityg a ffa(z) Tlrflept il
\s/Elsprtel{nedbflng unique .for each individual. A person’s chi, say; Acht‘fg:beent o
ter?a tlz.eI has his other l,den‘tlty in spirit-land —his spirit being complemeh?ay b.e
‘ mes rial human bez‘ng. Itis both all-powerful and subject to persuasion; “l\l;&§hhls
o a}rzl.stays yes his .chz says yes also” but at the same time “a man does not ch 11 o
mitrcnezn;)ti v:restlmg rbnagch. Chi is simultaneously destiny and an internaal o
at cannot be denied, a religious conce i ol
ed, pt and also a picty rchi
r?zzmoxg. ]?Oth aspects are linked throughout Achebe’s novelf be;ienﬁfi-f S)C}‘“C
c :rllgljw :S.Apartt‘ Inlkllhng Ike}rlnefuna, whom he loves and who calls him %at‘]‘q”th
Ins not only against the earth goddess, protector of famij i i
also against his inmost feelin ins b oht. F Okonlemce o ons, but
. gs and thus against his chi. If Okonkwo’ inyi(
is marked by bad luck, one reason ive Wb
z may be that—driven by f f i i
s e . y tear of resembling |
ggles to repress part of his personality (chi), wi sdickbitl
, with i
results. .In the final assessment, no one can fully extg)lain Z:hi: it if rridwtably s
unqcﬁ;r‘tam, the elemel_jt of fate over which we have no real control
ke rzlnés Fa\l;/ {]&lpaﬂ is both Oko?kwo’s tragedy and that of his society. The tit]
flaen ao(r)l(l)m 1l iam l(?»iufilfer Ygags s The Second Coming) introduces a narrative is
. plex and dignified traditional society disint
invaders who assault its political, ec i ottt
i 0 as: » €conomic, and religious instituti T i
1s eastern Nigeria around the turn of th i oz e
ria a e century in the clan of Umuofi ich i
composed of nine interrelated villa i o e
. ges. One of these villages, Iouedo. i
of the protagonist Okonkwo, an iti B i e A
: , an ambitious and powerful is dri
mei;nory of his father’s failure and weakness. Bt v e vt
COheLrlémtg thc.z first two-thirds of th'e book, Achebe paints the picture of a rich and
o ﬁnral,] sgg;eti/, e’stab.lls.hmg an image of traditional African culture into which
. Pters’ missionaries, court messengers, and distri issi
intrude as alien and disrupti S constio forsst 1 LR
ptive elements. In sharp contrast to the simpl; isi
of Aficon e heen L : P ast to the simplified vision
y European novelists Joyce Cary, Joseph
Greene, he explores the ings. epenal s
‘ ; complex feelings and int i i
dverse vilige oot g nterpersonal relationships of
: men, women, parents, children, friend igl
priests of the local deities. The intricate , e i
! patterns of Umuofia’s economic and soci
customs also emerge, belyi i i e sne it
» belying European images of African “primitive” simplici
No one who has read abou ierika’s intri b gt AR
t Obierika’s intricate marri iati i
quette of kola hospitality, the religious it e sl
_ 3 gious “week of peace,” Ezeudu’s elab
rites, the domestic arbitration co ; ot ol
: nducted by the egwugwu t, the f inshi
customs linking families and villa i ity e e
: ges, or indeed Umuofia’s entire set of tab
punishments, will find this a simpl i i el o S
; . ple society. The title system itself, which plays
‘S;Jeca}llt }211 tlﬁ;iig%aorlt] tnzhthe novel, is ar}r }i]ngenious social strategy for redistriblljtirz/g
€ community. The four honorifi itl ili
Omalo, and St e co : ¢ ozo titles (Ozo, Idemili,
, . gh which a man enters the s iritual i i
ancestors and achieves increasing 1 i gt iy st
: ‘ . . g levels of prestige, are acquired in festivities dur-
:}g whldch the candldage dlvgsts himself of excess materialqwealth. There ilsez dlilr-
" rlgltan purpose to this society despite inner tensions that—as Achebe showsE
dl'sap; E)ELI: asflf:llll. as \I/ll(llner?blhty to attack from outside. The moderate Obierika
s ot killing Tkemefuna and begins to i i i
oy question the practice of throwin
away twins; one of the first converts to Christianity is a womalzl who gave birth t(%

ysteriously
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several sets of twins, all of whom were exposed (left in the wild) at birth. The
general subordination of women is another source of tensions which have taken
longer to surface. Whatever its cultural differences from European society, how-
ever, this is a highly organized and complex society that offers a great deal of
continuity and coherence to its members.

Igbo names, like names throughout black Africa, consist of whole phrases or
sentences. Some names are dictated by circumstance (referring to the day of birth,
for example) and some (the “given” name selected by the child’s father, for exam-
ple) reflect the family situation or a child’s expected destiny. Adults may earn
additional titles of honor. Achebe uses the connotations of personal names to rein-
force important themes in Things Fall Apart. Okonkwo’s father’s character as a
lazy, artistic, and improvident man is suggested by the name Unoka, signifying
“the home is supreme.” Okonkwo’s son Nwoye, who has inherited his grandfa-
ther’s peace-loving nature and artistic qualities, is named after the second day of
the Igbo week (Oye); unlike Okonkwo, Nwoye lacks a prefix specifying adulthood
or even gender, for Nwa means “child.” Tkemefuna, who is condemned to death
by the Oracle and will be killed by his adoptive father, is named “My strength
should not be dissipated.” Although all names have significance, only those with
some relevance to the story will be annotated in this edition.

Okonkwo’s character and career suggest epic dimensions. He is on the one hand

a hero of enormous energy and determination, “one of the greatest men in Umuo-
fia” as his friend Obierika says, but his particular mode of greatness also causes his
downfall. Like Achilles in Homer’s Iliad, Okonkwo clings to traditionally respected
values of pride and warlike aggression, and he will die to preserve those values.
His unwillingness to change sets him apart from the community and eventually
isolates him from the clan with its emphasis on group decisions. Okonkwo is a
passionate man who counts on physical strength, hard work, and courage to make
his way. Humiliated by his father’s laziness, shameful death, and lack of title,
compelled early to support the entire family, he struggles desperately to root out
any sign of inherited “feminine” weakness in himself or his son Nwoye. By cultivat-
ing strength and valor, he finds a way to surpass his father and become one of the
village leaders. Okonkwo is not without tender feelings: he loves his wife Ekwefi;
his daughter, Ezinma; and the youth Tkemefuna who is given to him to foster.
When he cuts down Tkemefuna so as not to appear weak, he is shattered for days
thereafter. Nonetheless, his obsession with fierce masculinity, and his open disre-
spect for “womanly” qualities of gentleness, compassion and peace, separate him
not only from other members of his clan such as the more balanced Obierika but
also from the earth goddess herself. This imbalance leads to disaster.

C. L. Innes, Chinua Achebe (1990), is a comprehensive study of Achebe’s work
through 1988; it emphasizes his literary techniques and Africanization of the
novel. Simon Gikandi, Reading Chinua Achebe: Language and Ideology in Fiction
(1991), is also recommended. Robert M. Wren, Achebe’s World: The Historical
and Cultural Context of the Novels of Chinua Achebe (1980), provides historical
background and cultural context for Achebe’s novels and includes glossary and
bibliography. Studies of Things Fall Apart include Kate Turkington, Chinua
Achebe: Things Fall Apart (1977), a concise introductory study, and the multiple
perspectives in Bernth Lindfors, ed., Approaches to Teaching Achebe’s Things Fall
Apart (1991). C. L. Innes and Bernth Lindfors, eds., Critical Perspectives on Chi-
nua Achebe, (1978), collect twenty-one essays on Achebe’s work (almost exclu-
sively the novels) through 1973. G. D. Killam, The Writings of Chinua Achebe
(1977), is a commentary on Achebe’s work through the mid-1970s, concentrating

on the first four novels.
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PRONOUNCING GLOSSARY
The following list uses common English syll
lents of selected words whose pronunciatior
of the names in Things Fall Apart are pron
example, Okonkwo as oh-kon’-kwo), exce
nese) is a tonal language and also uses hi

ounced basically as they would be in Englj

. {
pt that Igbo (like other African languagesn fnlcslh
gh or low tones for individual syllables,

Chielo: chee-e’-loh Igbo: ee’-boh

Chinua Achebe: chin'-00-ah ah-chay'-  Tkemefuna: ee-kay-may'-foo-na

be
egwugwu: e’-gwoo-gwoo

Erulu: air-oo'-loo

mbari: mbah'-ree
Ndulue: n'-doo-le

Nwakibie: nwa’-kee-byeh’

E i: ez-ah'-

Ezeam. ez-ah'-nee Nwayieke: nwah-ye'-ke
zeugo: e-z00'-goh Umuofia: 00'-moo-off -yah

Idemili: ee-de’-mee-lee

Things Fall Apart

Turning and turning in the wideii

The falcon cannot f%ear the falczﬁler;g e

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world o
—W. B. Yeats, “The Second Coming”

Part One
1

1
be}(}?)];%nlhwi: fa‘;vnaes wetzlld know?dthroughout the nine villages and even
ond. rested on solid personal achievements. A
of eighteen he had brough is vi fosfip Aaleail
ght honor to his village by throwi i
Cat. Amalinze was the P e B
great wrestler who for s
from Umuofia to Mbaino.2 H Tbecme e badk sotl
.~ He was called the Cat because his b ,
never touch the earth. It was this m e o
‘ . that Okonkwo threw i
which the old men a 3 et
' greed was one of the fiercest si
s oy ‘ est since the founder of
pirit of the wild for seven d d i
The drums beat and the flute g A
. s sang and the spectators held thei
ey pectators held their breath.
y craftsman, but Okonkwo was as slipper i
’ a ﬁ h
water. Every nerve and every muscle stood out on the?rpari/nss ?m stheliri

backs and their thigh
) ghs, and one almost h : .
point. In the end Okonkwo threw rtI}ll(;sCai.a ekt siveiohing tobrealiy

That was many
: years ago, twenty years or more, and during this ti
Okonkwo’s fame had grown like a bush-fire in the harmattan. 3 Ig-Ie vljaslgﬁ

1. “Four Settlements.” Umuof: 4

I : - Umuofia means “Man [oko] Born on Nkwo Day”;

ug;gur:l?ig ‘p;ndEe‘. 2 Literally, “Children of the Forest” but oﬁv(‘tlo“foi}ésé ’,Ehel sy also“ suggesfs st
y European influence. 3. A dusty wind from the Sahara. e

ables and stress accents to i
c provide rough equi
n may be unfamiliar to the general reagderqlt;‘(;a;
- Mos

(for
Chi-
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and huge, and his bushy eyebrows and wide nose gave him a very severe
Jook. He breathed heavily, and it was said that, when he slept, his wives
and children in their houses could hear him breathe. When he walked,
his heels hardly touched the ground and he seemed to walk on springs, as
if he was going to pounce on somebody. And he did pounce on people
quite often. He had a slight stammer and whenever he was angry and
could not get his words out quickly enough, he would use his fists. He
had no patience with unsuccessful men. He had had no patience with his
father.

Unoka,* for that was his father’s name, had died ten years ago. In his
day he was lazy and improvident and was quite incapable of thinking
about tomorrow. If any money came his way, and it seldom did, he imme-
diately bought gourds of palm-wine, called round his neighbors and made
merry. He always said that whenever he saw a dead man’s mouth he saw
the folly of not eating what one had in one’s lifetime. Unoka was, of
course, a debtor, and he owed every neighbor some money, from a few
cowries’ to quite substantial amounts.

He was tall but very thin and had a slight stoop. He wore a haggard and
mournful look except when he was drinking or playing on his flute. He
was very good on his flute, and his happiest moments were the two or
three moons after the harvest when the village musicians brought down
their instruments, hung above the fireplace. Unoka would play with them,
his face beaming with blessedness and peace. Sometimes another village
would ask Unoka’s band and their dancing egwugwu® to come and stay
with them and teach them their tunes. They would go to such hosts for as
long as three or four markets,” making music and feasting. Unoka loved
the good fare and the good fellowship, and he loved this season of the
year, when the rains had stopped and the sun rose every morning with
dazzling beauty. And it was not too hot either, because the cold and dry
harmattan wind was blowing down from the north. Some years the har-
mattan was very severe and a dense haze hung on the atmosphere. Old
men and children would then sit round log fires, warming their bodies.
Unoka loved it all, and he loved the first kites® that returned with the dry
season, and the children who sang songs of welcome to them. He would
remember his own childhood, how he had often wandered around looking
for a kite sailing leisurely against the blue sky. As soon as he found one he
would sing with his whole being, welcoming it back from its long, long
journey, and asking it if it had brought home any lengths of cloth.

That was years ago, when he was young. Unoka, the grown-up, was a
failure. He was poor and his wife and children had barely enough to eat.
People laughed at him because he was a loafer, and they swore never to
Jend him any more money because he never paid back. But Unoka was
such a man that he always succeeded in borrowing more, and piling up

his debts.

4, “Home Is Supreme.” 5. Glossy halfinch-long tan-and-white shells, collected in strings and used
as money. A bag of twenty-four thousand cowries weighed about sixty pounds and, at the time of the
story, was worth approximately one British pound. 6. Here, masked performers as part of musical
entertainment. 7. Counting one important market day a week, roughly two English weeks. The Igbo
week has four days: Eke, Oye, Afo, and Nkwo. Eke is a rest day and the main market day; Afo, a half
day on the farm; and Oye and Nkwo, full work days. 8. A kind of hawk.
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OnOan;dzy]j rclle‘igh}]l)orlcalled Okoye? came in to see him. He was reclinj
ud bed in his hut playing on the flute. He immed; "
‘ . atel
sh(zlok llngllds with Okoye, who then unrolled the goatskin whici}ﬂéocs e
ur; er his a.rm, and sat down. Unoka went into an inner room andar'ned
returned with a small wooden disc containing a kola nut, some H.Soon
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hundred cowries he had borrowed from him more than two years before.
As soon as Unoka understood what his friend was driving at, he burst out
laughing. He laughed loud and long and his voice rang out clear as the
ogene, and tears stood in his eyes. His visitor was amazed, and sat speech-
Jess. At the end, Unoka was able to give an answer between fresh outbursts
of mirth.

“Look at that wall,” he said, pointing at the far wall of his hut, which
was rubbed with red earth so that it shone. “Look at those lines of chalk;”
and Okoye saw groups of short perpendicular lines drawn in chalk. There
were five groups, and the smallest group had ten lines. Unoka had a sense
of the dramatic and so he allowed a pause, in which he took a pinch
of snuff and sneezed noisily, and then he continued: “Each group there
represents a debt to someone, and each stroke is one hundred cowries.
You see, I owe that man a thousand cowries. But he has not come to wake
me up in the morning for it. I shall pay you, but not today. Our elders say
that the sun will shine on those who stand before it shines on those who
kneel under them. I shall pay my big debts first.” And he took another
pinch of snuff, as if that was paying the big debts first. Okoye rolled his
goatskin and departed.

When Unoka died he had taken no title at all and he was heavily in
debt. Any wonder then that his son Okonkwo was ashamed of him? Fortu-
nately, among these people a man was judged according to his worth and
not according to the worth of his father. Okonkwo was clearly cut out for
great things. He was still young but he had won fame as the greatest wres-
tler in the nine villages. He was a wealthy farmer and had two barns full
of yams, and had just married his third wife. To crown it all he had taken
two titles and had shown incredible prowess in two inter-tribal wars. And
so although Okonkwo was still young, he was already one of the greatest

men of his time. Age was respected among his people, but achievement
was revered. As the elders said, if a child washed his hands he could eat
with kings. Okonkwo had clearly washed his hands and so he ate with
kings and elders. And that was how he came to look after the doomed lad
who was sacrificed to the village of Umuofia by their neighbors to avoid
war and bloodshed. The ill-fated lad was called Ikemefuna.’

2

Okonkwo had just blown out the palm-oil lamp and stretched himself
on his bamboo bed when he heard the ogene of the town crier piercing
the still night air. Gome, gome, gome, gome, boomed the hollow metal.
Then the crier gave his message, and at the end of it beat his instrument
again. And this was the message. Every man of Umuofia was asked to
gather at the market place tomorrow morning. Okonkwo wondered what
was amiss, for he knew certainly that something was amiss. He had dis-
cerned a clear overtone of tragedy in the crier’s voice, and even now he
could still hear it as it grew dimmer and dimmer in the distance.

The night was very quiet. It was always quiet except on moonlight
nights. Darkness held a vague terror for these people, even the bravest

5. “My strength should not be dissipated.”
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among them. Children were warned not to whistle at night for fear of evil
spirits. Dangerous animals became even more sinister and uncanny in th
dark. A snake was never called by its name at night, because it would heg
It was called a string. And so on this particular night as the crier’s vojce
was gradually swallowed up in the distance, silence returned to the worlq
a vibrant silence made more intense by the universal trill of a mijll; y
million forest insects.

On a moonlight night it would be different. The happy voices of chjl.
dren playing in open fields would then be heard. And perhaps those not
so young would be playing in pairs in less open places, and old men ang
women would remember their youth. As the Ibo say: “When the moon is
shining the cripple becomes hungry for a walk.”

But this particular night was dark and silent. And in all the nine villages
of Umuofia a town crier with his ogene asked every man to be present
tomorrow morning. Okonkwo on his bamboo bed tried to figure out the
nature of the emergency—war with a neighboring clan? That seemed the
most likely reason, and he was not afraid of war. He was a man of action
a man of war. Unlike his father he could stand the look of blood. In Umny.
ofia’s latest war he was the first to bring home a human head. That was
his fifth head; and he was not an old man yet. On great occasions such ag
the funeral of a village celebrity he drank his palm-wine from his first
human head.

In the morning the market place was full. There must have been about
ten thousand men there, all talking in low voices. At last Ogbuefi Ezeugo
stood up in the midst of them and bellowed four times, “Umuofia
kwenu,”® and on each occasion he faced a different direction and seemed
to push the air with a clenched fist. And ten thousand men answered
“Yaa!” each time. Then there was perfect silence. Ogbueh Ezeugo was a
powerful orator and was always chosen to speak on such occasions. He
moved his hand over his white head and stroked his white beard. He then
adjusted his cloth, which was passed under his right armpit and tied above
his left shoulder.

“Umuofia kwenu,” he bellowed a fifth time, and the crowd yelled in
answer. And then suddenly like one possessed he shot out his left hand
and pointed in the direction of Mbaino, and said through gleaming white
teeth firmly clenched: “Those sons of wild animals have dared to murder
a daughter of Umuofia.” He threw his head down and gnashed his teeth,
and allowed a murmur of suppressed anger to sweep the crowd. When he
began again, the anger on his face was gone and in its place a sort of smile
hovered, more terrible and more sinister than the anger. And in a clear
unemotional voice he told Umuofia how their daughter had gone to mar-
ket at Mbaino and had been killed. That woman, said Ezeugo, was the

wife of Ogbuefi Udo,” and he pointed to a man who sat near him with a
bowed head. The crowd then shouted with anger and thirst for blood.

Many others spoke, and at the end it was decided to follow the normal

€
I

on

6. “United Umuofial” An orator’s call on the audience to respond as a_group. Ogbuefi: “Cow Killer”
(literal trans.); indicates someone who has taken a high title (for example, the Idemili title) for which
the celebration ceremony requires the slaughter of a cow. Ezeugo: a name denoting a priest or high
initiate, someone who wears the eagle feather. 7. “Peace.”
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course of action. An ultimatum was immediately dispatched to Mbaino
asking them to choose between war on the one hand, and on the other
the offer of a young man and a virgin as compensation.

Umuofia was feared by all its neighbors. It was powerful in war and in
magic, and its priests and medicine men were feared in all the sur-
rounding country. Its most potent war-medicine was as old as the clan
itself. Nobody knew how old. But on one point there was general
agreement—the active principle in that medicine had been an old woman
with one leg. In fact, the medicine itself was called agadi-nwayi, or old
woman. It had its shrine in the center of Umuofia, in a cleared spot. And
if anybody was so foolhardy as to pass by the shrine after dusk he was sure
to see the old woman hopping about.

And so the neighboring clans who naturally knew of these things feared
Umuofia, and would not go to war against it without first trying a peaceful
settlement. And in fairness to Umuofia it should be recorded that it never
went to war unless its case was clear and just and was accepted as such by
its Oracle—the Oracle of the Hills and the Caves. And there were indeed
occasions when the Oracle had forbidden Umuofia to wage a war. If the
clan had disobeyed the Oracle they would surely have been beaten,
because their dreaded agadi-nwayi would never fight what the Ibo call a
fight of blame.

But the war that now threatened was a just war. Even the enemy clan
knew that. And so when Okonkwo of Umuofia arrived at Mbaino as the
proud and imperious emissary of war, he was treated with great honor and
respect, and two days later he returned home with a lad of fifteen and a
young virgin. The lad’s name was lkemefuna, whose sad story is still told
in Umuofia unto this day.

The elders, or ndichie, met to hear a report of Okonkwo’s mission. At
the end they decided, as everybody knew they would, that the girl should
go to Ogbuefi Udo to replace his murdered wife. As for the boy, he
belonged to the clan as a whole, and there was no hurry to decide his fate.
Okonkwo was, therefore, asked on behalf of the clan to look after him in
the interim. And so for three years Ikemefuna lived in Okonkwo’s house-

hold.

Okonkwo ruled his household with a heavy hand. His wives, especially
the youngest, lived in perpetual fear of his fiery temper, and so did his
little children. Perhaps down in his heart Okonkwo was not a cruel man.
But his whole life was dominated by fear, the fear of failure and of weak-
ness. It was deeper and more intimate than the fear of evil and capricious
gods and of magic, the fear of the forest, and of the forces of nature, malev-
olent, red in tooth and claw. Okonkwo’s fear was greater than these. It was
not external but lay deep within himself. It was the fear of himself, lest he
should be found to resemble his father. Even as a little boy he had
resented his father’s failure and weakness, and even now he still remem-
bered how he had suffered when a playmate had told him that his father
was agbala. That was how Okonkwo first came to know that agbala was
not only another name for a woman, it could also mean a man who had
taken no title. And so Okonkwo was ruled by one passion—to hate every-
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thing that his father Unoka had loved. One of those things was gentlene
and another was idleness. .

During the planting season Okonkwo worked daily on his farms from
cock-crow until the chickens went to roost. He was a very strong man ang
rarely felt fatigue. But his wives and young children were not as stron
and so they suffered. But they dared not complain openly. Okonkwo’s first
son, Nwoye,® was then twelve years old but was already causing his father
great anxiety for his incipient laziness. At any rate, that was how it looked
to his father, and he sought to correct him by constant nagging and beat-
ing. And so Nwoye was developing into a sad-faced youth.

Okonkwo’s prosperity was visible in his household. He had a large com-
Pound enclosed by a thick wall of red earth. His own hut, or obi, stood
immediately behind the only gate in the red walls. Each of his three wives
had her own hut, which together formed a half moon behind the obi, The
barn was built against one end of the red walls, and long stacks of yam
stood out prosperously in it. At the opposite end of the compound was a
shed for the goats, and each wife built a small attachment to her hut for
the hens. Near the barn was a small house, the “medicine house” or shrine
where Okonkwo kept the wooden symbols of his personal god and of his
ancestral spirits. He worshiped them with sacrifices of kola nut, food and

pz}lm-wine, and offered prayers to them on behalf of himself, his three
wives and eight children.

So when the daughter of Umuofia was killed in Mbaino, Tkemefuna came
into Okonkwo’s household. When Okonkwo brought him home that day
he called his most senior wife and handed him over to her.

“He belongs to the clan,” he told her. “So look after him.”

“Is he staying long with us?” she asked.

“Do what you are told, woman,” Okonkwo thundered, and stammered.
“When did you become one of the ndichie of Umuofia?”

And so Nwoye’s mother took Ikemefuna to her hut and asked no more
questions. ,

As for the boy himself, he was terribly afraid. He could not understand
what was happening to him or what he had done. How could he know
that his father had taken a hand in killing a daughter of Umuofia? All he
knew was that a few men had arrived at their house, conversing with his
father in low tones, and at the end he had been taken out and handed
over to a stranger. His mother had wept bitterly, but he had been too
surprised to weep. And so the stranger had brought him, and a girl, a long,

long way from home, through lonely forest paths. He did not know who
the girl was, and he never saw her again.

3

Okonkwp did not have the start in life which many young men usually
had. He did not inherit a barn from his father. There was no barn to
inherit. The story was told in Umuofia, of how his father, Unoka, had

8. “Child Born on Oye Day.”
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gone to consult the Oracle of the Hills and the Caves to find out why he
always had a miserable harvest.

The Oracle was called Agbala,” and people came from far and near to
consult it. They came when misfortune dogged their steps or when they
had a dispute with their neighbors. They came to discover what the future
held for them or to consult the spirits of their departed fathers.

The way into the shrine was a round hole at the side of a hill, just a
little bigger than the round opening into a henhouse. Worshipers and
those who came to seek knowledge from the god crawled on their belly
through the hole and found themselves in a dark, endless space in the
presence of Agbala. No one had ever beheld Agbala, except his priestess.
But no one who had ever crawled into. his awful shrine had come out
without the fear of his power. His priestess stood by the sacred fire which
she built in the heart of the cave and proclaimed the will of the god. The
fire did not burn with a flame. The glowing logs only served to light up
vaguely the dark figure of the priestess.

Sometimes a man came to consult the spirit of his dead father or rela-
tive. It was said that when such a spirit appeared, the man saw it vaguely
in the darkness, but never heard its voice. Some people even said that they
had heard the spirits flying and flapping their wings against the roof of the
cave.

Many years ago when Okonkwo was still a boy his father, Unoka, had
gone to consult Agbala. The priestess in those days was a woman called
Chika.! She was full of the power of her god, and she was greatly feared.
Unoka stood before her and began his story.

“Every year,” he said sadly, “before I put any crop in the earth, I sacrifice
a cock to Ani, the owner of all land. It is the law of our fathers. I also kill
a cock at the shrine of Ifejioku, the god of yams. I clear the bush and set
fire to it when it is dry. [ sow the yams when the first rain has fallen, and
stake them when the young tendrils appear. I weed—"

“Hold your peace!” screamed the priestess, her voice terrible as it
echoed through the dark void. “You have offended neither the gods nor
your fathers. And when a man is at peace with his gods and his ancestors,
his harvest will be good or bad according to the strength of his arm. You,
Unoka, are known in all the clan for the weakness of your machete and
your hoe. When your neighbors go out with their ax to cut down virgin
forests, you sow your yams on exhausted farms that take no labor to clear.
They cross seven rivers to make their farms; you stay at home and offer
sacrifices to a reluctant soil. Go home and work like a man.”

Unoka was an ill-fated man. He had a bad chi or personal god, and evil
fortune followed him to the grave, or rather to his death, for he had no
grave. He died of the swelling which was an abomination to the earth
goddess. When a man was afflicted with swelling in the stomach and the
limbs he was not allowed to die in the house. He was carried to the Evil
Forest and left there to die. There was the story of a very stubborn man
who staggered back to his house and had to be carried again to the forest
and tied to a tree. The sickness was an abomination to the earth, and so

9. The Oracle is masculine, but his priestess, or Voice, is feminine. 1. “Sky Is Supreme.”
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the victim could not be buried in her bowels. He died and rotted away
above the earth, and was not given the first or the second burial. Such was
Unoka’s fate. When they carried him away, he took with him his flute,

With a father like Unoka, Okonkwo did not have the start in life which
many young men had. He neither inherited a barn nor a title, nor even 3
young wife. But in spite of these disadvantages, he had begun even in hjs
father’s lifetime to lay the foundations of a prosperous future. It was slow
and painful. But he threw himself into it like one possessed. And indeed
he was possessed by the fear of his father’s contemptible life and shamefu]
death.

There was a wealthy man in Okonkwo’s village who had three huge barns,
nine wives and thirty children. His name was Nwakibie? and he had taken
the highest but one title which a man could take in the clan. It was for
this man that Okonkwo worked to earn his first seed yams.

He took a pot of palm-wine and a cock to Nwakibie. Two elderly neigh-
bors were sent for, and Nwakibie’s two grown-up sons were also present in
his obi. He presented a kola nut and an alligator pepper, which were
passed round for all to see and then returned to him. He broke the nut
saying: “We shall all live. We pray for life, children, a good harvest and
happiness. You will have what is good for you and I will have what is good
for me. Let the kite perch and let the eagle perch too. If one says no to
the other, let his wing break.”

After the kola nut had been eaten Okonkwo brought his palm-wine
from the corner of the hut where it had been placed and stood it in the
center of the group. He addressed Nwakibie, calling him “Our father.”

“Nna ayi,” he said. “I have brought you this little kola. As our people
say, a man who pays respect to the great paves the way for his own great-
ness. | have come to pay you my respects and also to ask a favor. But let
us drink the wine first.”

Everybody thanked Okonkwo and the neighbors brought out their
drinking horns from the goatskin bags they carried. Nwakibie brought
down his own horn, which was fastened to the rafters. The younger of his
sons, who was also the youngest man in the group, moved to the center,
raised the pot on his left knee and began to pour out the wine. The first
cup went to Okonkwo, who must taste his wine before anyone else.> Then
the group drank, beginning with the eldest man. When everyone had
drunk two or three horns, Nwakibie sent for his wives. Some of them were
not at home and only four came in.

“Is Anasi not in?” he asked them. They said she was coming. Anasi was
the first* wife and the others could not drink before her, and so they stood
waiting.

Anasi was a middle-aged woman, tall and strongly built. There was
authority in her bearing and she looked every inch the ruler of the women-
folk in a large and prosperous family. She wore the anklet of her husband’s
titles, which the first wife alone could wear.

2. “The Child Surpasses His Neighbors.” 3. A ceremonial gesture; one who gives wine tastes it first
to show that it is not poisoned. 4. “First” or “favorite” wife—not always the same.
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She walked up to her husband and accepted the horn from him. She
then went down on one knee, drank a little and handed back the horn.
She rose, called him by his name and went back to her hut. The other
wives drank in the same way, in their proper order, and went away.

The men then continued their drinking and talking. Ogbuefi Idigo was
talking about the palm-wine tapper, Obiako, who suddenly gave up his
trade.

“There must be something behind it,” he said, wiping the foam of wine
from his mustache with the back of his left hand. “There must be a reason
for it. A toad does not run in the daytime for nothing.”

“Some people say the Oracle warned him that he would fall off a palm
tree and kill himself,” said Akukalia.

“Obiako has always been a strange one,” said Nwakibie. “I have heard
that many years ago, when his father had not been dead very long, he had
gone to consult the Oracle. The Oracle said to him, ‘Your dead father
wants you to sacrifice a goat to him.” Do you know what he told the Ora-
cle? He said, ‘Ask my dead father if he ever had a fowl when he was
alive.”” Everybody laughed heartily except Okonkwo, who laughed uneas-
ily because, as the saying goes, an old woman is always uneasy when
dry bones are mentioned in a proverb. Okonkwo remembered his own
father.

At last the young man who was pouring out the wine held up half a
horn of the thick, white dregs and said, “What we are eating is finished.”
“We have seen it,” the others replied. “Who will drink the dregs?” he
asked. “Whoever has a job in hand,” said Idigo, looking at Nwakibie’s
elder son Igwelo with a malicious twinkle in his eye.

Everyone agreed that Igwelo should drink the dregs. He accepted the
half-full horn from his brother and drank it. As Idigo had said, Igwelo had
a job in hand because he had married his first wife a month or two before.
The thick dregs of palm-wine were supposed to be good for men who were
going in to their wives.

After the wine had been drunk Okonkwo laid his difficulties before
Nwakibie.

“I have come to you for help,” he said. “Perhaps you can already guess
what it is. I have cleared a farm but have no yams to sow. I know what it
is to ask a man to trust another with his yams, especially these days when
young men are afraid of hard work. I am not afraid of work. The lizard
that jumped from the high iroko tree to the ground said he would praise
himself if no one else did. I began to fend for myself at an age when most
people still suck at their mothers’ breasts. If you give me some yam seeds
I shall not fail you.”

Nwakibie cleared his throat. “It pleases me to see a young man like you
these days when our youth has gone so soft. Many young men have come
to me to ask for yams but I have refused because I knew they would just
dump them in the earth and leave them to be choked by weeds. When I
say no to them they think I am hard-hearted. But it is not so. Eneke the
bird® says that since men have learned to shoot without missing, he has

5. Proverbial.
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learned to fly without perching. I have learned to be stingy with my yams.
But I can trust you. I know it as I look at you. As our fathers said, you can
tell a ripe corn by its look. I shall give you twice four hundred yams. Go
ahead and prepare your farm.”

Okonkwo thanked him again and again and went home feeling happy.
He knew that Nwakibie would not refuse him, but he had not expected
he would be so generous. He had not hoped to get more than four hun-
dred seeds. He would now have to make a bigger farm. He hoped to get
another four hundred yams from one of his father’s friends at Isiuzo.®

Sharecropping was a very slow way of building up a barn of one’s own.
After all the toil one only got a third of the harvest. But for a young man
whose father had no yams, there was no other way. And what made it
worse in Okonkwo’s case was that he had to support his mother and two
sisters from his meager harvest. And supporting his mother also meant
supporting his father. She could not be expected to cook and eat while
her husband starved. And so at a very early age when he was striving des-
perately to build a barn through sharecropping Okonkwo was also fending
for his father’s house. It was like pouring grains of corn into a bag full of
holes. His mother and sisters worked hard enough, but they grew women’s
crops, like coco-yams, beans and cassava. Yam, the king of crops, was a
man’s crop.’

The year that Okonkwo took eight hundred seed-yams from Nwakibie was
the worst year in living memory. Nothing happened at its proper time; it
was either too early or too late. It seemed as if the world had gone mad.
The first rains were late, and, when they came, lasted only a brief moment.
The blazing sun returned, more fierce than it had ever been known, and
scorched all the green that had appeared with the rains. The earth burned
like hot coals and roasted all the yams that had been sown. Like all good
farmers, Okonkwo had begun to sow with the first rains. He had sown four
hundred seeds when the rains dried up and the heat returned. He watched
the sky all day for signs of rain clouds and lay awake all night. In the
morning he went back to his farm and saw the withering tendrils. He had
tried to protect them from the smoldering earth by making rings of thick
sisal leaves around them. But by the end of the day the sisal rings were
burned dry and gray. He changed them every day, and prayed that the
rain might fall in the night. But the drought continued for eight market
weeks and the yams were killed.

Some farmers had not planted their yams yet. They were the lazy easy-
going ones who always put off clearing their farms as long as they could.
This year they were the wise ones. They sympathized with their neighbors
with much shaking of the head, but inwardly they were happy for what
they took to be their own foresight.

Okonkwo planted what was left of his seed-yams when the rains finally
returned. He had one consolation. The yams he had sown before the

6. “Head of the Road,” a small town. 7. Yams, a staple food in Western Africa, were a sacred crop
generally cultivated only by men and eaten either roasted or boiled. Coco-yams (a brown root also called
taro) and cassava (or manioc, which is fermented to remove natural arsenic) were low-status root vegeta-
bles, prepared for eating by boiling and pounding.
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drought were his own, the harvest of the previous year. He still had the
eight hundred from Nwakibie and the four hundred from his father’s
friend. So he would make a fresh start.

But the year had gone mad. Rain fell as it had never fallen before. For
days and nights together it poured down in violent torrents, and washed
away the yam heaps. Trees were uprooted and deep gorges appeared every-
where. Then the rain became less violent. But it went from day to day
without a pause. The spell of sunshine which always came in the middle
of the wet season did not appear. The yams put on luxuriant green leaves,
but every farmer knew that without sunshine the tubers would not grow.

That year the harvest was sad, like a funeral, and many farmers wept as
they dug up the miserable and rotting yams. One man tied his cloth to a
tree branch and hanged himself.

Okonkwo remembered that tragic year with a cold shiver throughout
the rest of his life. It always surprised him when he thought of it later that
he did not sink under the load of despair. He knew that he was a fierce
fighter, but that year had been enough to break the heart of a lion.

“Since I survived that year,” he always said, “I shall survive anything.”
He put it down to his inflexible will.

His father, Unoka, who was then an ailing man, had said to him during
that terrible harvest month: “Do not despair. I know you will not despair.
You have a manly and a proud heart. A proud heart can survive a general
failure because such a failure does not prick its pride. It is more difficult
and more bitter when a man fails alone.”

Unoka was like that in his last days. His love of talk had grown with age
and sickness. It tried Okonkwo’s patience beyond words.

4

“Looking at a king’s mouth,” said an old man, “one would think he
never sucked at his mother’s breast.” He was talking about Okonkwo, who
had risen so suddenly from great poverty and misfortune to be one of the
lords of the clan. The old man bore no ill will towards Okonkwo. Indeed
he respected him for his industry and success. But he was struck, as most
people were, by Okonkwo’s brusqueness in dealing with less successful
men. Only a week ago a man had contradicted him at a kindred meeting
which they held to discuss the next ancestral feast. Without looking at the
man Okonkwo had said: “This meeting is for men.” The man who had
contradicted him had no titles. That was why he had called him a woman.
Okonkwo knew how to kill a man’s spirit.

Everybody at the kindred meeting took sides with Osugo® when Okon-
kwo called him a woman. The oldest man present said sternly that those
whose palm-kernels were cracked for them by a benevolent spirit should
not forget to be humble. Okonkwo said he was sorry for what he had said,
and the meeting continued.

But it was really not true that Okonkwo’s palm-kernels had been
cracked for him by a benevolent spirit. He had cracked them himself.
Anyone who knew his grim struggle against poverty and misfortune could

8. “Low-Status [osu] Person.”
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not say he had been lucky. If ever a man deserved his success, that man
was Okonkwo. An an early age he had achieved fame as the greatest wres-
tler in all the land. That was not luck. At the most one could say that his
chi or personal god was good. But the Ibo people have a proverb that when
a man says yes his chi says yes also. Okonkwo said yes very strongly; so his
chi agreed. And not only his chi but his clan too, because it judged a man
by the work of his hands. That was why Okonkwo had been chosen by the
nine villages to carry a message of war to their enemies unless they agreed
to give up a young man and a virgin to atone for the murder of Udo’s wife.
And such was the deep fear that their enemies had for Umuofia that they
treated Okonkwo like a king and brought him a virgin who was given to
Udo as wife, and the lad Tkemefuna.

The elders of the clan had decided that Ikemefuna should be in Okon-
kwo’s care for a while. But no one thought it would be as long as three
years. They seemed to forget all about him as soon as they had taken the
decision.

At first Tkemefuna was very much afraid. Once or twice he tried to run
away, but he did not know where to begin. He thought of his mother and
his three-year-old sister and wept bitterly. Nwoye’s mother was very kind
to him and treated him as one of her own children. But all he said was:
“When shall I go home?” When Okonkwo heard that he would not eat
any food he came into the hut with a big stick in his hand and stood over
him while he swallowed his yams, trembling. A few moments later he
went behind the hut and began to vomit painfully. Nwoye’s mother went
to him and placed her hands on his chest and on his back. He was ill for
three market weeks, and when he recovered he seemed to have overcome
his great fear and sadness.

He was by nature a very lively boy and he gradually became popular in
Okonkwo’s household, especially with the children. Okonkwo’s son,
Nwoye, who was two years younger, became quite inseparable from him
because he seemed to know everything. He could fashion out flutes from
bamboo stems and even from the elephant grass. He knew the names of
all the birds and could set clever traps for the little bush rodents. And he
knew which trees made the strongest bows.

Even Okonkwo himself became very fond of the boy—inwardly of
course. Okonkwo never showed any emotion openly, unless it be the emo-
tion of anger. To show affection was a sign of weakness; the only thing
worth demonstrating was strength. He therefore treated Tkemefuna as he
treated everybody else—with a heavy hand. But there was no doubt that
he liked the boy. Sometimes when he went to big village meetings or
communal ancestral feasts he allowed Ikemefuna to accompany him, like
a son, carrying his stool and his goatskin bag. And, indeed, Tkemefuna

called him father.

Ikemefuna came to Umuofia at the end of the carefree season between
harvest and planting. In fact he recovered from his illness only a few days
before the Week of Peace began. And that was also the year Okonkwo
broke the peace, and was punished, as was the custom, by Ezeani, the
priest of the earth goddess.
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Okonkwo was provoked to justifiable anger by his youngest wife, who
went to plait her hair at her friend’s house and did not return early enough
to cook the afternoon meal. Okonkwo did not know at first that she was
not at home. After waiting in vain for her dish he went to her hut to see
what she was doing. There was nobody in the hut and the fireplace was
cold.

“Where is Ojiugo?” he asked his second wife, who came out of her hut
to draw water from a gigantic pot in the shade of a small tree in the middle
of the compound.

“She has gone to plait her hair.”

Okonkwo bit his lips as anger welled up within him.

“Where are her children? Did she take them?” he asked with unusual
coolness and restraint.

“They are here,” answered his first wife, Nwoye’s mother. Okonkwo
bent down and looked into her hut. Ojiugo’s children were eating with
the children of his first wife.

“Did she ask you to feed them before she went?”

“Yes,” lied Nwoye’s mother, trying to minimize Ojiugo’s thought-
lessness.

Okonkwo knew she was not speaking the truth. He walked back to his
obi to await Ojiugo’s return. And when she returned he beat her very
heavily. In his anger he had forgotten that it was the Week of Peace. His
first two wives ran out in great alarm pleading with him that it was the
sacred week. But Okonkwo was not the man to stop beating somebody
half-way through, not even for fear of a goddess.

Okonkwo’s neighbors heard his wife crying and sent their voices over
the compound walls to ask what was the matter. Some of them came over
to see for themselves. It was unheard of to beat somebody during the
sacred week.

Before it was dusk Ezeani, who was the priest of the earth goddess, Ani,
called on Okonkwo in his obi. Okonkwo brought out kola nut and placed
it before the priest.

“Take away your kola nut. I shall not eat in the house of a man who has
no respect for our gods and ancestors.”

Okonkwo tried to explain to him what his wife had done, but Ezeani
seemed to pay no attention. He held a short staff in his hand which he
brought down on the floor to emphasize his points.

“Listen to me,” he said when Okonkwo had spoken. “You are not a
stranger in Umuofia. You know as well as 1 do that our forefathers
ordained that before we plant any crops in the earth we should observe a
week in which a man does not say a harsh word to his neighbor. We live
in peace with our fellows to honor our great goddess of the earth without
whose blessing our crops will not grow. You have committed a great evil.”
He brought down his staff heavily on the floor. “Your wife was at fault, but
even if you came into your obi and found her lover on top of her, you
would still have committed a great evil to beat her.” His staff came down
again. “The evil you have done can ruin the whole clan. The earth god-
dess whom you have insulted may refuse to give us her increase, and we
shall all perish.” His tone now changed from anger to command. “You
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will bring to the shrine of Ani tomorrow one she-
of cloth and a hundred cowries.” He rose and left %}?:tﬂzze o erght
'Okonkwo did as the priest said. He also took with him a pot of palm-
wine. Inwardly, he was repentant. But he was not the man to go about
telling his neighbors that he was in error. And so people said he had no
respect f01f the gods of the clan. His enemies said his good fortune had
gone to his head. They called him the little bird nza who so far forgot
himself after a heavy meal that he challenged his chi.’ ’

No work was done during the Week of Peace. People called on their
neighbors and drank palm-wine. This year they talked of nothing else but
the nso-ani' which Okonkwo had committed. It was the first time for man
years that a man had broken the sacred peace. Even the oldest men coulc}ll
only remember one or two other occasions somewhere in the dim past

Ogbuefi Ezeudu, who was the oldest man in the village, was telling t;zvo
other men who came to visit him that the punishment for breaking the
Peilce of Ani had become very mild in their clan. :

It has not always been so,” he said. “My father told me that he had
been told that in the past a man who broke the peace was dragged on the
ground through the village until he died. But after a while this custom
was stopped because it spoiled the peace which it was meant to preserve.”

Somebody told me yesterday,” said one of the younger men, “that in
some clans it is an abomination for a man to die during the ,Week of
Peace.”

“It is il?deed true,” said Ogbuefi Ezeudu. “They have that custom in
Ob.odoam.z If a man dies at this time he is not buried but cast into the
Evil Forest. It is a bad custom which these people observe because the
la.ck understanding. They throw away large numbers of men and womer};
without burial. And what is the result? Their clan is full of the evil spirits
of these unburied dead, hungry to do harm to the living.” ’

After the Week of Peace every man and his family began to clear the bush
to make new farms. The cut bush was left to dry and fire was then set to
it. As the smoke rose into the sky kites appeared from different directions
and hovered over the burning field in silent valediction. The rainy season
was approaching when they would go away until the dry season returned
Okonkwo spent the next few days preparing his seed-yams. He looked
at each yam carefully to see whether it was good for sowing. Sometimes
he decided that a yam was too big to be sown as one seed and he split it
deftly along its length with his sharp knife. His eldest son, Nwoye, and
Ikemefuna h.elped him by fetching the yams in long baskets from the bamn
and in counting the prepared seeds in groups of four hundred. Sometimes
Okonkwo gave them a few yams each to prepare. But he always found
falilt with their effort, and he said so with much threatening.
) Do you think you are cutting up yams for cooking?” he asked Nwoye.
If you split another yam of this size, I shall break your jaw. You think you

9. Personal god. Nza: “the one that talks back” (literal i
b t E trans.); a small aggressive bird. In th iti
easily defeated (alternatively, caught by a hawk) when it becomes foo]isghg en(;‘L,:;;h ltro cl‘?alleigzoi?s’ ;;tei

sonal god. 1. Sin, abominati i . w 21
trans); that is, Anytown, Nigeri:m against the earth goddess Ani. 2. “The Town of the Land” (literal
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are still a child. I began to own a farm at your age. And you,” he said to
Tkemefuna, “do you not grow yams where you come from?”

Inwardly Okonkwo knew that the boys were still too young to under-
stand fully the difficult art of preparing seed-yams. But he thought that
one could not begin too early. Yam stood for manliness, and he who could
feed his family on yams from one harvest to another was a very great man
indeed. Okonkwo wanted his son to be a great farmer and a great man.
He would stamp out the disquieting signs of laziness which he thought he
already saw in him.

“I will not have a son who cannot hold up his head in the gathering of
the clan. T would sooner strangle him with my own hands. And if you
stand staring at me like that,” he swore, “Amadiora’® will break your head
for you!”

Some days later, when the land had been moistened by two or three
heavy rains, Okonkwo and his family went to the farm with baskets of seed-
yams, their hoes and machetes, and the planting began. They made single
mounds of earth in straight lines all over the field and sowed the yams in
them.

Yam, the king of crops, was a very exacting king. For three or four
moons it demanded hard work and constant attention from cock-crow till
the chickens went back to roost. The young tendrils were protected from
carth-heat with rings of sisal leaves. As the rains became heavier the
women planted maize, melons and beans between the yam mounds. The
yams were then staked, first with little sticks and later with tall and big tree
branches. The women weeded the farm three times at definite periods in
the life of the yams, neither early nor late.

And now the rains had really come, so heavy and persistent that even
the village rain-maker no longer claimed to be able to intervene. He could
not stop the rain now, just as he would not attempt to start it in the heart
of the dry season, without serious danger to his own health. The personal
dynamism required to counter the forces of these extremes of weather
would be far too great for the human frame.

And so nature was not interfered with in the middle of the rainy season.
Sometimes it poured down in such thick sheets of water that earth and sky
seemed merged in one gray wetness. It was then uncertain whether the
low rumbling of Amadiora’s thunder came from above or below. At such
times, in each of the countless thatched huts of Umuofia, children sat
around their mother’s cooking fire telling stories, or with their father in

his obi warming themselves from a log fire, roasting and eating maize. It
was a brief resting period between the exacting and arduous planting sea-
son and the equally exacting but light-hearted month of harvests.

Tkemefuna had begun to feel like a member of Okonkwo’s family. He still
thought about his mother and his three-year-old sister, and he had
moments of sadness and depression. But he and Nwoye had become so
deeply attached to each other that such moments became less frequent
and less poignant. Ikemefuna had an endless stock of folk tales. Even those

3. God of thunder and lightning.
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which Nwoye knew already were told with a new freshness and the loeg]
flavor of a different clan. Nwoye remembered this period very vividly ]]
the end of his life. He even remembered how he had laughed when [ke.
mefuna told him that the proper name for a corn cob with only a few
scattered grains was eze-agadi-nwayi, or the teeth of an old woman
Nwoye’s mind had gone immediately to Nwayieke,* who lived near the
udala tree. She had about three teeth and was always smoking her pipe.

Gradually the rains became lighter and less frequent, and earth and sky
once again became separate. The rain fell in thin, slanting showers
through sunshine and quiet breeze. Children no longer stayed indoors but
ran about singing:

The rain is falling, the sun is shining,
Alone Nnadi’ is cooking and eating.

Nwoye always wondered who Nnadi was and why he should live all by
himself, cooking and eating. In the end he decided that Nnadi must live
in that land of Ikemefuna’s favorite story where the ant holds his court in
splendor and the sands dance forever.

5

The Feast of the New Yam was approaching and Umuofia was in a
festival mood. It was an occasion for giving thanks to Ani, the earth god-
dess and the source of all fertility. Ani played a greater part in the life of
the people than any other deity. She was the ultimate judge of morality
and conduct. And what was more, she was in close communion with the
departed fathers of the clan whose bodies had been committed to earth.

The Feast of the New Yam was held every year before the harvest began,
to honor the earth goddess and the ancestral spirits of the clan. New yams
could not be eaten until some had first been offered to these powers. Men
and women, young and old, looked forward to the New Yam Festival
because it began the season of plenty—the new year. On the last night
before the festival, yams of the old year were all disposed of by those who
still had them. The new year must begin with tasty, fresh yams and not
the shriveled and fibrous crops of the previous year. All cooking pots, cala-
bashes and wooden bowls were thoroughly washed, especially the wooden
mortar in which yam was pounded. Yam foo-foo® and vegetable soup was
the chief food in the celebration. So much of it was cooked that, no matter
how heavily the family ate or how many friends and relatives they invited
from neighboring villages, there was always a large quantity of food left
over at the end of the day. The story was always told of a wealthy man who
set before his guests a mound of foo-foo so high that those who sat on one
side could not see what was happening on the other, and it was not until
late in the evening that one of them saw for the first time his in-law who
had arrived during the course of the meal and had fallen to on the opposite

4. “Woman Born on Eke Day.” Udala: the African star apple tree. 5. “Father Is There” or “Father
Exists.” 6. A mashed, edible base that is shaped into balls with the fingers and then indented for
cupping and eating soup.
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side. It was only then that they exchanged greetings and shook hands over
what was left of the food.

The New Yam Festival was thus an occasion for joy throughout Umuo-
fia. And every man whose arm was strong, as the Ibo people say, was
expected to invite large numbers of guests from far and wide. Okonkwo
always asked his wives’ relations, and since he now had three wives his
guests would make a fairly big crowd.

But somehow Okonkwo could never become as enthusiastic over feasts
as most people. He was a good eater and he could drink one or two fairly
big gourds of palm-wine. But he was always uncomfortable sitting around
for days waiting for a feast or getting over it. He would be very much
happier working on his farm.

The festival was now only three days away. Okonkwo’s wives had
scrubbed the walls and the huts with red earth until they reflected light.
They had then drawn patterns on them in white, yellow and dark green.
They then set about painting themselves with cam wood and drawing
beautiful black patterns on their stomachs and on their backs. The chil-
dren were also decorated, especially their hair, which was shaved in beau-
tiful patterns. The three women talked excitedly about the relations who
had been invited, and the children reveled in the thought of being spoiled
by these visitors from the motherland. Tkemefuna was equally excited. The
New Yam Festival seemed to him to be a much bigger event here than in
his own village, a place which was already becoming remote and vague in
his imagination.

And then the storm burst. Okonkwo, who had been walking about aim-
lessly in his compound in suppressed anger, suddenly found an outlet.

“Who killed this banana tree?” he asked.

A hush fell on the compound immediately.

“Who killed this tree? Or are you all deaf and dumb?”

As a matter of fact the tree was very much alive. Okonkwo’s second wife
had merely cut a few leaves off it to wrap some food, and she said so.
Without further argument Okonkwo gave her a sound beating and left her
and her only daughter weeping. Neither of the other wives dared to inter-
fere beyond an occasional and tentative, “It is enough, Okonkwo,” pleaded
from a reasonable distance.

His anger thus satisfied, Okonkwo decided to go out hunting. He had
an old rusty gun made by a clever blacksmith who had come to live in
Umuofia long ago. But although Okonkwo was a great man whose prowess
was universally acknowledged, he was not a hunter. In fact he had not
killed a rat with his gun. And so when he called Ikemefuna to fetch his
gun, the wife who had just been beaten murmured something about guns
that never shot. Unfortunately for her, Okonkwo heard it and ran madly
into his room for the loaded gun, ran out again and aimed at her as she
clambered over the dwarf wall of the barn. He pressed the trigger and
there was a loud report accompanied by the wail of his wives and children.
He threw down the gun and jumped into the barn, and there lay the
woman, very much shaken and frightened but quite unhurt. He heaved a
heavy sigh and went away with the gun.

In spite of this incident the New Yam Festival was celebrated with great



*

2954 CHINUA ACHEBE

joy in Okonkwo’s household. Early that morning as he offered a sacrifice
of new yam and palm-oil to his ancestors he asked them to protect him,
his children and their mothers in the new year.

As the day wore on his in-laws arrived from three surrounding villages,
and each party brought with them a huge pot of palm-wine. And there
was eating and drinking till night, when Okonkwo’s in-laws began to leave
for their homes.

The second day of the new year was the day of the great wrestling match
between Okonkwo’s village and their neighbors. It was difficult to say
which the people enjoyed more—the feasting and fellowship of the first
day or the wrestling contest of the second. But there was one woman who
had no doubt whatever in her mind. She was Okonkwo’s second wife,
Ekwefi, whom he nearly shot. There was no festival in all the seasons of
the year which gave her as much pleasure as the wrestling match. Many
years ago when she was the village beauty Okonkwo had won her heart by
throwing the Cat in the greatest contest within living memory. She did
not marry him then because he was too poor to pay her bride-price. But a
few years later she ran away from her husband and came to live with
Okonkwo. All this happened many years ago. Now Ekwefi’ was a woman
of forty-five who had suffered a great deal in her time. But her love of
wrestling contests was still as strong as it was thirty years ago.

It was not yet noon on the second day of the New Yam Festival. Ekwefi
and her only daughter, Ezinma,® sat near the fireplace waiting for the
water in the pot to boil. The fowl Ekwefi had just killed was in the wooden
mortar. The water began to boil, and in one deft movement she lifted the
pot from the fire and poured the boiling water over the fowl. She put back
the empty pot on the circular pad in the corner, and looked at her palms,
which were black with soot. Ezinma was always surprised that her mother
could lift a pot from the fire with her bare hands.

“Ekwef1,” she said, “is it true that when people are grown up, fire does
not burn them?” Ezinma, unlike most children, called her mother by her
name.

“Yes,” replied Ekwefi, too busy to argue. Her daughter was only ten
years old but she was wiser than her years.

“But Nwoye’s mother dropped her pot of hot soup the other day and it
broke on the floor.”

Ekwefi turned the hen over in the mortar and began to pluck the
feathers.

“Ekwef1,” said Ezinma, who had joined in plucking the feathers, “my
eyelid is twitching.”

“It means you are going to cry,” said her mother.

“No,” Ezinma said, “it is this eyelid, the top one.”

“That means you will see something.”

“What will T see?” she asked.

“How can I know?” Ekwefi wanted her to work it out herself.

“Oho,” said Ezinma at last. “I know what it is—the wrestling match.”

7. An abbreviation of “Do you have a cow?”; the cow being a symbol of wealth. Okonkwo would
presumably have repaid Ekwefi’s bride-price to her first husband. 8. “True Beauty” or goodness.
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At last the hen was plucked clean. Ekwefi tried to pull out the horny
beak but it was too hard. She turned round on her low stool and put the
beak in the fire for a few moments. She pulled again and it came off.

“Ekwefi” a voice called from one of the other huts. It was Nwoye’s
mother, Okonkwo’s first wife.

“Is that me?” Ekwef called back. That was the way people answered
calls from outside. They never answered yes for fear it might be an evil
spirit calling.

“Will you give Ezinma some fire to bring to me?” Her own children
and lkemefuna had gone to the stream.

Ekwefi put a few live coals into a piece of broken pot and Ezinma
carried it across the clean swept compound to Nwoye’s mother.

“Thank you, Nma,” she said. She was peeling new yams, and in a basket
beside her were green vegetables and beans.

“Let me make the fire for you,” Ezinma offered.

“Thank you, Ezigbo,” she said. She often called her Ezigbo, which
means “the good one.”

Ezinma went outside and brought some sticks from a huge bundle of
firewood. She broke them into little pieces across the sole of her foot and
began to build a fire, blowing it with her breath.

“You will blow your eyes out,” said Nwoye’s mother, looking up from
the yams she was peeling. “Use the fan.” She stood up and pulled out the
fan which was fastened into one of the rafters. As soon as she got up, the
troublesome nanny goat, which had been dutifully eating yam peelings,
dug her teeth into the real thing, scooped out two mouthfuls and fled from
the hut to chew the cud in the goats’ shed. Nwoye’s mother swore at her
and settled down again to her peeling. Ezinma’s fire was now sending
up thick clouds of smoke. She went on fanning it until it burst into
flames. Nwoye’s mother thanked her and she went back to her mother’s
hut.

Just then the distant beating of drums began to reach them. It came
from the direction of the ilo, the village playground. Every village had its
own ilo which was as old as the village itself and where all the great cere-
monies and dances took place. The drums beat the unmistakable wrestling
dance—quick, light and gay, and it came floating on the wind.

Okonkwo cleared his throat and moved his feet to the beat of the drums.
It filled him with fire as it had always done from his youth. He trembled
with the desire to conquer and subdue. It was like the desire for a woman.

“We shall be late for the wrestling,” said Ezinma to her mother.

“They will not begin until the sun goes down.”

“But they are beating the drums.”

“Yes. The drums begin at noon but the wrestling waits until the sun
begins to sink. Go and see if your father has brought out yams for the
afternoon.”

“He has. Nwoye’s mother is already cooking.”

“Go and bring our own, then. We must cook quickly or we shall be late
for the wrestling.”

Ezinma ran in the direction of the barn and brought back two yams
from the dwarf wall.
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Ekwefi peeled the yams quickly. The troublesome nanny goat sniffeq
about, eating the peelings. She cut the yams into small pieces and began
to prepare a pottage, using some of the chicken.

At that moment they heard someone crying just outside their com.
pound. It was very much like Obiageli,” Nwoye’s sister.

“Is that not Obiageli weeping?” Ekwefi called across the yard to Nwoye’s
mother.

“Yes,” she replied. “She must have broken her waterpot.”

The weeping was now quite close and soon the children filed in, car-
rying on their heads various sizes of pots suitable to their years. Ikemefuna
came first with the biggest pot, closely followed by Nwoye and his two
younger brothers. Obiageli brought up the rear, her face streaming with
tears. In her hand was the cloth pad on which the pot should have rested
on her head.

“What happened?” her mother asked, and Obiageli told her mournful
story. Her mother consoled her and promised to buy her another pot.

Nwoye’s younger brothers were about to tell their mother the true story
of the accident when Tkemefuna looked at them sternly and they held
their peace. The fact was that Obiageli had been making inyanga' with
her pot. She had balanced it on her head, folded her arms in front of her
and began to sway her waist like a grown-up young lady. When the pot
fell down and broke she burst out laughing. She only began to weep when
they got near the iroko tree outside their compound.

The drums were still beating, persistent and unchanging. Their sound
was no longer a separate thing from the living village. It was like the pulsa-
tion of its heart. It throbbed in the air, in the sunshine, and even in the
trees, and filled the village with excitement.

Ekwefi ladled her husband’s share of the pottage into a bowl and cov-
ered it. Ezinma took it to him in his obi.

Okonkwo was sitting on a goatskin already eating his first wife’s meal.
Obiageli, who had brought it from her mother’s hut, sat on the floor wait-
ing for him to finish. Ezinma placed her mother’s dish before him and sat
with Obiageli.

“Sit like a woman!” Okonkwo shouted at her. Ezinma brought her two
legs together and stretched them in front of her.

“Father, will you go to see the wrestling?” Ezinma asked after a suitable
interval.

“Yes,” he answered. “Will you go?”

“Yes.” And after a pause she said: “Can I bring your chair for you?”

“No, that is a boy’s job.” Okonkwo was specially fond of Ezinma. She
looked very much like her mother, who was once the village beauty. But
his fondness only showed on very rare occasions.

“Obiageli broke her pot today,” Ezinma said.

“Yes, she has told me about it,” Okonkwo said between mouthfuls.

“Father,” said Obiageli, “people should not talk when they are eating
or pepper may go down the wrong way.”

9. “Born to Eat” (born into prosperity). 1. Showing off.
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“That is very true. Do you hear that, Ezinma? You are older than Obia-
geli but she has more sense.”

He uncovered his second wife’s dish and began to eat from it. Obiageli
took the first dish and returned to her mother’s hut. And then Nkechi
came in, bringing the third dish. Nkechi was the daughter of Okonkwo’s
third wife.

In the distance the drums continued to beat.

6

The whole village turned out on the ilo, men, women and children.
They stood round in a huge circle leaving the center of the playground
free. The elders and grandees of the village sat on their own stools brought
there by their young sons or slaves. Okonkwo was among them. All others
stood except those who came early enough to secure places on the few
stands which had been built by placing smooth logs on forked pillars.

The wrestlers were not there yet and the drummers held the field. They
too sat just in front of the huge circle of spectators, facing the elders.
Behind them was the big and ancient silk-cotton tree which was sacred.
Spirits of good children lived in that tree waiting to be born. On ordinary
days young women who desired children came to sit under its shade.

There were seven drums and they were arranged according to their
sizes in a long wooden basket. Three men beat them with sticks, working
feverishly from one drum to another. They were possessed by the spirit of
the drums.

The young men who kept order on these occasions dashed about, con-
sulting among themselves and with the leaders of the two wrestling teams,
who were still outside the circle, behind the crowd. Once in a while two
young men carrying palm fronds ran round the circle and kept the crowd
back by beating the ground in front of them or, if they were stubborn,
their legs and feet.

At last the two teams danced into the circle and the crowd roared and
clapped. The drums rose to a frenzy. The people surged forward. The
young men who kept order flew around, waving their palm fronds. Old
men nodded to the beat of the drums and remembered the days when
they wrestled to its intoxicating rhythm.

The contest began with boys of fifteen or sixteen. There were only three
such boys in each team. They were not the real wrestlers; they merely set
the scene. Within a short time the first two bouts were over. But the third
created a big sensation even among the elders who did not usually show
their excitement so openly. It was as quick as the other two, perhaps even
quicker. But very few people had ever seen that kind of wrestling before.
As soon as the two boys closed in, one of them did something which no
one could describe because it had been as quick as a flash. And the other
boy was flat on his back. The crowd roared and clapped and for a while
drowned the frenzied drums. Okonkwo sprang to his feet and quickly sat
down again. Three young men from the victorious boy’s team ran forward,
carried him shoulder high and danced through the cheering crowd. Every-
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body soon knew who the boy was. His name was Maduka, the son of
Obierika.?

The drummers stopped for a brief rest before the real matches. Their
bodies shone with sweat, and they took up fans and began to fan them-
selves. They also drank water from small pots and ate kola nuts. They
became ordinary human beings again, talking and laughing among them-
selves and with others who stood near them. The air, which had been
stretched taut with excitement, relaxed again. It was as if water had been
poured on the tightened skin of a drum. Many people looked around,
perhaps for the first time, and saw those who stood or sat next to them.

“I did not know it was you,” Ekwefi said to the woman who had stood
shoulder to shoulder with her since the beginning of the matches.

“I do not blame you,” said the woman. “I have never seen such a large
crowd of people. Is it true that Okonkwo nearly killed you with his gun?”

“It is true indeed, my dear friend. I cannot yet find a mouth with which
to tell the story.”

“Your chi is very much awake, my friend. And how is my daughter,
Ezinma?”

“She has been very well for some time now. Perhaps she has come to
stay.”

“I think she has. How old is she now?”

“She is about ten years old.”

“I think she will stay. They usually stay if they do not die before the age
of six.”

“I pray she stays,” said Ekwefi with a heavy sigh.

The woman with whom she talked was called Chielo.> She was the
priestess of Agbala, the Oracle of the Hills and the Caves. In ordinary life
Chielo was a widow with two children. She was very friendly with Ekwefi
and they shared a common shed in the market. She was particularly fond
of Ekwefi’s only daughter, Ezinma, whom she called “my daughter.”
Quite often she bought beancakes and gave Ekwefi some to take home to
Ezinma. Anyone seeing Chielo in ordinary life would hardly believe she
was the same person who prophesied when the spirit of Agbala was upon

her.

The drummers took up their sticks and the air shivered and grew tense
like a tightened bow.

The two teams were ranged facing each other across the clear space. A
young man from one team danced across the center to the other side and
pointed at whomever he wanted to fight. They danced back to the center
together and then closed in.

There were twelve men on each side and the challenge went from one
side to the other. Two judges walked around the wrestlers and when they
thought they were equally matched, stopped them. Five matches ended
in this way. But the really exciting moments were when a man was thrown.
The huge voice of the crowd then rose to the sky and in every direction.
It was even heard in the surrounding villages.

2. “The Heart Eats [enjoys] more.” 3. “Chi Who Plants.”
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The last match was between the leaders of the teams. They were among
the best wrestlers in all the nine villages. The crowd wondered who would
throw the other this year. Some said Okafo was the better man; others said
he was not the equal of Tkezue.* Last year neither of them had thrown the
other even though the judges had allowed the contest to go on longer than
was the custom. They had the same style and one saw the other’s plans
beforehand. It might happen again this year.

Dusk was already approaching when their contest began. The drums
went mad and the crowds also. They surged forward as the two young men
danced into the circle. The palm fronds were helpless in keeping them
back.

Ikezue held out his right hand. Okafo seized it, and they closed in. It
was a fierce contest. Ikezue strove to dig in his right heel behind Okafo so
as to pitch him backwards in the clever ege style. But the one knew what
the other was thinking. The crowd had surrounded and swallowed up the
drummers, whose frantic thythm was no longer a mere disembodied
sound but the very heartbeat of the people.

The wrestlers were now almost still in each other’s grip. The muscles
on their arms and their thighs and on their backs stood out and twitched.
It looked like an equal match. The two judges were already moving for-
ward to separate them when lkezue, now desperate, went down quickly
on one knee in an attempt to fling his man backwards over his head. It was
a sad miscalculation. Quick as the lightning of Amadiora, Okafo raised his
right leg and swung it over his rival’s head. The crowd burst into a thun-
derous roar. Okafo was swept off his feet by his supporters and carried
home shoulder high. They sang his praise and the young women clapped
their hands:

Who will wrestle for our village?

Okafo will wrestle for our village.
Has he thrown a hundred men?

He has thrown four hundred men.
Has he thrown a hundred Cats?

He has thrown four hundred Cats.
Then send him word to fight for us.

7

For three years lkemefuna lived in Okonkwo’s household and the elders
of Umuofia seemed to have forgotten about him. He grew rapidly like a
yam tendril in the rainy season, and was full of the sap of life. He had
become wholly absorbed into his new family. He was like an elder brother
to Nwoye, and from the very first seemed to have kindled a new fire in the
younger boy. He made him feel grown-up; and they no longer spent the
evenings in mother’s hut while she cooked, but now sat with Okonkwo in
his obi, or watched him as he tapped his palm tree for the evening wine.
Nothing pleased Nwoye now more than to be sent for by his mother or
another of his father’s wives to do one of those difficult and masculine
tasks in the home, like splitting wood, or pounding food. On receiving

4. “Strength Is Complete” (a boastful name).
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such a message through a younger brother or sister, Nwoye would feign
annoyance and grumble aloud about women and their troubles.

Okonkwo was inwardly pleased at his son’s development, and he knew
it was due to Ikemefuna. He wanted Nwoye to grow into a tough young
man capable of ruling his father’s household when he was dead and gone
to join the ancestors. He wanted him to be a prosperous man, having
enough in his barn to feed the ancestors with regular sacrifices. And so he
was always happy when he heard him grumbling about women. That
showed that in time he would be able to control his women-folk. No mat-
ter how prosperous a man was, if he was unable to rule his women and
his children (and especially his women) he was not really a man. He was
like the man in the song who had ten and one wives and not enough soup
for his foo-foo.

So Okonkwo encouraged the boys to sit with him in his obi, and he told
them stories of the land—masculine stories of violence and bloodshed.
Nwoye knew that it was right to be masculine and to be violent, but some-
how he still preferred the stories that his mother used to tell, and which
she no doubt still told to her younger children—stories of the tortoise and
his wily ways, and of the bird eneke-nti-oba® who challenged the whole
world to a wrestling contest and was finally thrown by the cat. He remem-
bered the story she often told of the quarrel between Earth and Sky long
ago, and how Sky withheld rain for seven years, until crops withered and
the dead could not be buried because the hoes broke on the stony Earth.
At last Vulture was sent to plead with Sky, and to soften his heart with a
song of the suffering of the sons of men. Whenever Nwoye’s mother sang
this song he felt carried away to the distant scene in the sky where Vulture,
Earth’s emissary, sang for mercy. At last Sky was moved to pity, and he
gave to Vulture rain wrapped in leaves of coco-yam. But as he flew home
his long talon pierced the leaves and the rain fell as it had never fallen
before. And so heavily did it rain on Vulture that he did not return to
deliver his message but flew to a distant land, from where he had espied a
fire. And when he got there he found it was a man making a sacrifice. He
warmed himself in the fire and ate the entrails.

That was the kind of story that Nwoye loved. But he now knew that they
were for foolish women and children, and he knew that his father wanted
him to be a man. And so he feigned that he no longer cared for women’s
stories. And when he did this he saw that his father was pleased, and no
longer rebuked him or beat him. So Nwoye and Ikemefuna would listen
to Okonkwo’s stories about tribal wars, or how, years ago, he had stalked
his victim, overpowered him and obtained his first human head. And as
he told them of the past they sat in darkness or the dim glow of logs,
waiting for the women to finish their cooking. When they finished, each
brought her bow! of foo-foo and bowl of soup to her husband. An oil lamp
was lit and Okonkwo tasted from each bowl, and then passed two shares
to Nwoye and lkemefuna.

In this way the moons and the seasons passed. And then the locusts

»

5. “The swallow with the ear of a crocodile [who is deaf]”(literal trans.); a bird who proverbially flies
without perching.
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came. It had not happened for many a long year. The elders said locusts
came once in a generation, reappeared every year for seven years and then
disappeared for another lifetime. They went back to their caves in a distant
land, where they were guarded by a race of stunted men. And then after
another lifetime these men opened the caves again and the locusts came
to Umuofia.

They came in the cold harmattan season after the harvests had been
gathered, and ate up all the wild grass in the fields.

Okonkwo and the two boys were working on the red outer walls of the
compound. This was one of the lighter tasks of the after-harvest season. A
new cover of thick palm branches and palm leaves was set on the walls to
protect them from the next rainy season. Okonkwo worked on the outside
of the wall and the boys worked from within. There were little holes from
one side to the other in the upper levels of the wall, and through these
Okonkwo passed the rope, or tie-tie, to the boys and they passed it round
the wooden stays and then back to him; and in this way the cover was
strengthened on the wall.

The women had gone to the bush to collect firewood, and the little
children to visit their playmates in the neighboring compounds. The har-
mattan was in the air and seemed to distill a hazy feeling of sleep on the
world. Okonkwo and the boys worked in complete silence, which was only
broken when a new palm frond was lifted on to the wall or when a busy
hen moved dry leaves about in her ceaseless search for food.

And then quite suddenly a shadow fell on the world, and the sun
seemed hidden behind a thick cloud. Okonkwo looked up from his work
and wondered if it was going to rain at such an unlikely time of the year.
But almost immediately a shout of joy broke out in all directions, and
Umuofia, which had dozed in the noon-day haze, broke into life and
activity.

“Locusts are descending,” was joyfully chanted everywhere, and men,
women and children left their work or their play and ran into the open to
see the unfamiliar sight. The locusts had not come for many, many years,
and only the old people had seen them before.

At first, a fairly small swarm came. They were the harbingers sent to
survey the land. And then appeared on the horizon a slowly moving mass
like a boundless sheet of black cloud drifting towards Umuofia. Soon it
covered half the sky, and the solid mass was now broken by tiny eyes of
light like shining star dust. It was a tremendous sight, full of power and
beauty.

Everyone was now about, talking excitedly and praying that the locusts
should camp in Umuofia for the night. For although locusts had not vis-
ited Umuofia for many years, everybody knew by instinct that they were
very good to eat. And at last the locusts did descend. They settled on every
tree and on every blade of grass; they settled on the roofs and covered the
bare ground. Mighty tree branches broke away under them, and the whole
country became the brown-earth color of the vast, hungry swarm.

Many people went out with baskets trying to catch them, but the elders

6. A creeper used as a rope to lash sections in building (pidgin English from “to tie”).
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counseled patience till nightfall. And they were right. The locusts settled
in the bushes for the night and their wings became wet with dew. Then
all Umuofia turned out in spite of the cold harmattan, and everyone filled
his bags and pots with locusts. The next morning they were roasted in cla
pots and then spread in the sun until they became dry and brittle. And for
many days this rare food was eaten with solid palm-oil.

Okonkwo sat in his 0bi crunching happily with Ikemefuna and Nwoye,
and drinking palm-wine copiously, when Ogbuefi Ezeudu came in,
Ezeudu was the oldest man in this quarter of Umuofia. He had been g
great and fearless warrior in his time, and was now accorded great respect
in all the clan. He refused to join in the meal, and asked Okonkwo to
have a word with him outside. And so they walked out together, the old
man supporting himself with his stick. When they were out of earshot, he
said to Okonkwo:

“That boy calls you father. Do not bear a hand in his death.” Okonkwo
was surprised, and was about to say something when the old man con-
tinued:

“Yes, Umuofia has decided to kill him. The Oracle of the Hills and the
Caves has pronounced it. They will take him outside Umuofia as is the
custom, and kill him there. But I want you to have nothing to do with it.
He calls you his father.”

The next day a group of elders from all the nine villages of Umuofia
came to Okonkwo’s house early in the morning, and before they began to
speak in low tones Nwoye and Ikemefuna were sent out. They did not stay
very long, but when they went away Okonkwo sat still for a very long time
supporting his chin in his palms. Later in the day he called Tkemefuna
and told him that he was to be taken home the next day. Nwoye overheard
it and burst into tears, whereupon his father beat him heavily. As for Ike-
mefuna, he was at a loss. His own home had gradually become very faint
and distant. He still missed his mother and his sister and would be very
glad to see them. But somehow he knew he was not going to see them.
He remembered once when men had talked in low tones with his father;
and it seemed now as if it was happening all over again.

Later, Nwoye went to his mother’s hut and told her that Ikemefuna was
going home. She immediately dropped her pestle with which she was
grinding pepper, folded her arms across her breast and sighed, “Poor
child.”

The next day, the men returned with a pot of wine. They were all fully
dressed as if they were going to a big clan meeting or to pay a visit to a
neighboring village. They passed their cloths under the right arm-pit, and
hung their goatskin bags and sheathed machetes over their left shoulders.
Okonkwo got ready quickly and the party set out with Tkemefuna carrying
the pot of wine. A deathly silence descended on Okonkwo’s compound.
Even the very little children seemed to know. Throughout that day Nwoye
sat in his mother’s hut and tears stood in his eyes.

At the beginning of their journey the men of Umuofia talked and
laughed about the locusts, about their women, and about some effeminate
men who had refused to come with them. But as they drew near to the
outskirts of Umuofia silence fell upon them too.
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The sun rose slowly to the center of the sky, and the dry, sandy footway
began to throw up the heat that lay buried in it. Some birds chirruped in
the forests around. The men trod dry leaves on the sand. All else was
silent. Then from the distance came the faint beating of the ekwe. It rose
and faded with the wind—a peaceful dance from a distant clan.

“It is an ozo dance,”” the men said among themselves. But no one was
sure where it was coming from. Some said Ezimili, others Abame or
Aninta. They argued for a short while and fell into silence again, and the
elusive dance rose and fell with the wind. Somewhere a man was taking
one of the titles of his clan, with music and dancing and a great feast.

The footway had now become a narrow line in the heart of the forest.
The short trees and sparse undergrowth which surrounded the men’s vil-
lage began to give way to giant trees and climbers which perhaps had stood
from the beginning of things, untouched by the ax and the bush-fire. The
sun breaking through their leaves and branches threw a pattern of light
and shade on the sandy footway.

Ikemefuna heard a whisper close behind him and turned round sharply.
The man who had whispered now called out aloud, urging the others to
hurry up.

“We still have a long way to go,” he said. Then he and another man
went before Ikemefuna and set a faster pace.

Thus the men of Umuofia pursued their way, armed with sheathed
machetes, and Tkemefuna, carrying a pot of palm-wine on his head,
walked in their midst. Although he had felt uneasy at first, he was not
afraid now. Okonkwo walked behind him. He could hardly imagine that
Okonkwo was not his real father. He had never been fond of his real
father, and at the end of three years he had become very distant indeed.
But his mother and his three-year-old sister . . . of course she would not
be three now, but six. Would he recognize her now? She must have grown
quite big. How his mother would weep for joy, and thank Okonkwo for
having looked after him so well and for bringing him back. She would
want to hear everything that had happened to him in all these years. Could
he remember them all? He would tell her about Nwoye and his mother,
and about the locusts. . . . Then quite suddenly a thought came upon him.
His mother might be dead. He tried in vain to force the thought out of his
mind. Then he tried to settle the matter the way he used to settle such
matters when he was a little boy. He still remembered the song:

Eze elina, elina!
Sala
Eze ilikwa ya
lkwaba akwa oligholi
Ebe Danda nechi eze
Ebe Uzuzu nete egwu
Sala®

7. Part of the ozo rituals, the spiritual ceremonies that accompanied the taking of titles. 8. “King
don't eat, don’t eat / Sala / King if you eat it / You will weep for the abomination / Where Danda
installs a king / Where Uzuzu dances / Sala.” Sala: meaningless refrain. Danda: the ant. Uzuzu: sand.
Ikemefuna reassures himself by singing his favorite song about the country where the “sands dance
forever” (see p. 2952).
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He sang it in his mind, and walked to its beat. If the song ended on his
right foot, his mother was alive. If it ended on his left, she was dead. No,
not dead, but ill. It ended on the right. She was alive and well. He sang
the song again, and it ended on the left. But the second time did not
count. The first voice gets to Chukwu, or God’s house. That was a favorite
saying of children. Ikemefuna felt like a child once more. It must be the
thought of going home to his mother.

One of the men behind him cleared his throat. Ikemefuna looked back,
and the man growled at him to go on and not stand looking back. The
way he said it sent cold fear down Ikemefuna’s back. His hands trembled
vaguely on the black pot he carried. Why had Okonkwo withdrawn to the
rear? Ikemefuna felt his legs melting under him. And he was afraid to look
back.

As the man who had cleared his throat drew up and raised his machete,
Okonkwo looked away. He heard the blow. The pot fell and broke in the
sand. He heard Ikemefuna cry, “My father, they have killed me!” as he
ran towards him. Dazed with fear, Okonkwo drew his machete and cut
him down. He was afraid of being thought weak.

As soon as his father walked in, that night, Nwoye knew that Tkemefuna
had been killed, and something seemed to give way inside him, like the
snapping of a tightened bow. He did not cry. He just hung limp. He had
had the same kind of feeling not long ago, during the last harvest season.
Every child loved the harvest season. Those who were big enough to carry
even a few yams in a tiny basket went with grown-ups to the farm. And if
they could not help in digging up the yams, they could gather firewood
together for roasting the ones that would be eaten there on the farm. This
roasted yam soaked in red palm-oil and eaten in the open farm was sweeter
than any meal at home. It was after such a day at the farm during the last
harvest that Nwoye had felt for the first time a snapping inside him like
the one he now felt. They were returning home with baskets of yams from
a distant farm across the stream when they heard the voice of an infant
crying in the thick forest. A sudden hush had fallen on the women, who
had been talking, and they had quickened their steps. Nwoye had heard
that twins were put in earthenware pots and thrown away in the forest, but
he had never yet come across them. A vague chill had descended on him
and his head had seemed to swell, like a solitary walker at night who passes
an evil spirit on the way. Then something had given way inside him. It
descended on him again, this feeling, when his father walked in, that night
after killing Ikemefuna.

8

Okonkwo did not taste any food for two days after the death of Ikeme-
funa. He drank palm-wine from morning till night, and his eyes were red
and fierce like the eyes of a rat when it was caught by the tail and dashed
against the floor. He called his son, Nwoye, to sit with him in his obi. But
the boy was afraid of him and slipped out of the hut as soon as he noticed
him dozing.

He did not sleep at night. He tried not to think about Ikemefuna, but
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the more he tried the more he thought about him. Once he got up from
bed and walked about his compound. But he was so weak that his legs
could hardly carry him. He felt like a drunken giant walking with the
limbs of a mosquito. Now and then a cold shiver descended on his head
and spread down his body.

On the third day he asked his second wife, Ekwefi, to roast plantains for
him. She prepared it the way he liked —with slices of oil-bean and fish.

“You have not eaten for two days,” said his daughter Ezinma when she
brought the food to him. “So you must finish this.” She sat down and
stretched her legs in front of her. Okonkwo ate the food absent-mindedly.
‘She should have been a boy,” he thought as he looked at his ten-year-old
daughter. He passed her a piece of fish.

“Go and bring me some cold water,” he said. Ezinma rushed out of the
hut, chewing the fish, and soon returned with a bowl of cool water from
the earthen pot in her mother’s hut.

Okonkwo took the bowl from her and gulped the water down. He ate a
few more pieces of plantain and pushed the dish aside.

“Bring me my bag,” he asked, and Ezinma brought his goatskin bag
from the far end of the hut. He searched in it for his snuff-bottle. It was a
deep bag and took almost the whole length of his arm. It contained other
things apart from his snuff-bottle. There was a drinking horn in it, and
also a drinking gourd, and they knocked against each other as he searched.
When he brought out the snuff-bottle he tapped it a few times against his
knee-cap before taking out some snuff on the palm of his left hand. Then
he remembered that he had not taken out his snuff-spoon. He searched
his bag again and brought out a small, flat, ivory spoon, with which he
carried the brown snuff to his nostrils.

Ezinma took the dish in one hand and the empty water bowl in the
other and went back to her mother’s hut. “She should have been a boy,”
Okonkwo said to himself again. His mind went back to Tkemefuna and he
shivered. If only he could find some work to do he would be able to forget.
But it was the season of rest between the harvest and the next planting
season. The only work that men did at this time was covering the walls of
their compound with new palm fronds. And Okonkwo had already done
that. He had finished it on the very day the locusts came, when he had
worked on one side of the wall and Ikemefuna and Nwoye on the other.

“When did you become a shivering old woman,” Okonkwo asked him-
self, “you, who are known in all the nine villages for your valor in war?
How can a man who has killed five men in battle fall to pieces because
he has added a boy to their number? Okonkwo, you have become a
woman indeed.”

He sprang to his feet, hung his goatskin bag on his shoulder and went
to visit his friend, Obierika.

Obierika was sitting outside under the shade of an orange tree making
thatches from leaves of the raffia-palm. He exchanged greetings with
Okonkwo and led the way into his obi.

“I was coming over to see you as soon as I finished that thatch,” he said,
rubbing off the grains of sand that clung to his thighs.

“Is it well?” Okonkwo asked.
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“Yes,” replied Obierika. “My daughter’s suitor is coming today and [
hope we will clinch the matter of the bride-price. I want you to be there.”

Just then Obierika’s son, Maduka, came into the obi from outside,
greeted Okonkwo and turned towards the compound.

“Come and shake hands with me,” Okonkwo said to the lad. “Your
wrestling the other day gave me much happiness.” The boy smiled, shook
hands with Okonkwo and went into the compound.

“He will do great things,” Okonkwo said. “If I had a son like him I
should be happy. I am worried about Nwoye. A bowl of pounded yams
can throw him in a wrestling match. His two younger brothers are more
promising. But [ can tell you, Obierika, that my children do not resemble
me. Where are the young suckers that will grow when the old banana tree
dies? If Ezinma had been a boy I would have been happier. She has the
right spirit.”

“You worry yourself for nothing,” said Obierika. “The children are still
very young.”

“Nwoye is old enough to impregnate a woman. At his age I was already
fending for myself. No, my friend, he is not too young. A chick that will
grow into a cock can be spotted the very day it hatches. I have done my
best to make Nwoye grow into a man, but there is too much of his mother
in him.”

“Too much of his grandfather,” Obierika thought, but he did not say it.
The same thought also came to Okonkwo’s mind. But he had long learned
how to lay that ghost. Whenever the thought of his father’s weakness and
failure troubled him he expelled it by thinking about his own strength and
success. And so he did now. His mind went to his latest show of manliness.

“I cannot understand why you refused to come with us to kill that boy,”
he asked Obierika.

“Because I did not want to,” Obierika replied sharply. “I had something
better to do.”

“You sound as if you question the authority and the decision of the
Oracle, who said he should die.”

“I do not. Why should I? But the Oracle did not ask me to carry out its
decision.”

“But someone had to do it. If we were all afraid of blood, it would not
be done. And what do you think the Oracle would do then?”

“You know very well, Okonkwo, that [ am not afraid of blood; and if
anyone tells you that I am, he is telling a lie. And let me tell you one
thing, my friend. If I were you I would have stayed at home. What you
have done will not please the Earth. It is the kind of action for which the
goddess wipes out whole families.”

“The Earth cannot punish me for obeying her messenger,” Okonkwo
said. “A child’s fingers are not scalded by a piece of hot yam which its
mother puts into its palm.”

“That is true,” Obierika agreed. “But if the Oracle said that my son
should be killed I would neither dispute it nor be the one to do it.”

They would have gone on arguing had Ofoedu® not come in just then.

9. “The Ancestors Are Our Guide.”
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It was clear from his twinkling eyes that he had important news. But it
would be impolite to rush him. Obierika offered him a lobe of the kola
nut he had broken with Okonkwo. Ofoedu ate slowly and talked about the
locusts. When he finished his kola nut he said:

“The things that happen these days are very strange.”

“What has happened?” asked Okonkwo.

“Do you know Ogbuefi Ndulue?”! Ofoedu asked.

“Ogbuefi Ndulue of Ire village,” Okonkwo and Obierika said together.

“He died this morning,” said Ofoedu.

“That is not strange. He was the oldest man in Ire,” said Obierika.

“You are right,” Ofoedu agreed. “But you ought to ask why the drum
has not beaten to tell Umuofia of his death.”

“Why?” asked Obierika and Okonkwo together.

“That is the strange part of it. You know his first wife who walks with a
stick?”

“Yes. She is called Ozoemena.”

“That is so,” said Ofoedu. “Ozoemena was, as you know, too old to
attend Ndulue during his illness. His younger wives did that. When he
died this morning, one of these women went to Ozoemena’s hut and told
her. She rose from her mat, took her stick and walked over to the obi. She
knelt on her knees and hands at the threshold and called her husband,
who was laid on a mat. ‘Ogbuefi Ndulue,” she called, three times, and
went back to her hut. When the youngest wife went to call her again to
be present at the washing of the body, she found her lying on the mat,
dead.”

“That is very strange, indeed,” said Okonkwo. “They will put off
Ndulue’s funeral until his wife has been buried.”

“That is why the drum has not been beaten to tell Umuofia.”

“It was always said that Ndulue and Ozoemena had one mind,” said
Obierika. “I remember when I was a young boy there was a song about
them. He could not do anything without telling her.”

“I did not know that,” said Okonkwo. “I thought he was a strong man
in his youth.”

“He was indeed,” said Ofoedu.

Okonkwo shook his head doubtfully.

“He led Umuofia to war in those days,” said Obierika.

2

Okonkwo was beginning to feel like his old self again. All that he required
was something to occupy his mind. If he had killed Ikemefuna during the
busy planting season or harvesting it would not have been so bad; his mind
would have been centered on his work. Okonkwo was not a man of
thought but of action. But in absence of work, talking was the next best.
Soon after Ofoedu left, Okonkwo took up his goatskin bag to go.
“I must go home to tap my palm trees for the afternoon,” he said.
“Who taps your tall trees for you?” asked Obierika.
“Umezulike,” replied Okonkwo.

1. “Life Has Arrived.” 2. “Another Bad Thing Will Not Happen.” 3. A wife dying shortly after
her husband was sometimes considered guilty of his death, so the village preserves appearances by
burying Ozoemena before announcing Ogbuefi Ndulue’s death.
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“Sometimes I wish I had not taken the ozo title,” said Obierika. “It
wounds my heart to see these young men killing palm trees in the name
of tapping.”

“It is so indeed,” Okonkwo agreed. “But the law of the land must be
obeyed.”

“I don’t know how we got that law,” said Obierika. “In many other clans
a man of title is not forbidden to climb the palm tree. Here we say he
cannot climb the tall tree but he can tap the short ones standing on the
ground. It is like Dimaragana, who would not lend his knife for cutting
up dogmeat because the dog was taboo to him, but offered to use his
teeth.”

“I think it is good that our clan holds the ozo title in high esteem,” said
Okonkwo. “In those other clans you speak of, ozo is so low that every
beggar takes it.”

“I was only speaking in jest,” said Obierika. “In Abame and Aninta the
title is worth less than two cowries. Every man wears the thread of title on
his ankle, and does not lose it even if he steals.”

“They have indeed soiled the name of 0zo,” said Okonkwo as he rose
to go.

“It will not be very long now before my in-laws come,” said Obierika.

“I shall return very soon,” said Okonkwo, looking at the position of the
sun.

There were seven men in Obierika’s hut when Okonkwo returned. The
suitor was a young man of about twenty-five, and with him were his father
and uncle. On Obierika’s side were his two elder brothers and Maduka,
his sixteen-year-old son.

“Ask Akueke’s mother to send us some kola nuts,” said Obierika to his
son. Maduka vanished into the compound like lightning. The conversa-
tion at once centered on him, and everybody agreed that he was as sharp
as a razor.

“I sometimes think he is too sharp,” said Obierika, somewhat indul-
gently. “He hardly ever walks. He is always in a hurry. If you are sending
him on an errand he flies away before he has heard half of the message.”

“You were very much like that yourself,” said his eldest brother. “As our
people say, ‘When mother-cow is chewing grass its young ones watch its
mouth.” Maduka has been watching your mouth.”

As he was speaking the boy returned, followed by Akueke,* his half-
sister, carrying a wooden dish with three kola nuts and alligator pepper.
She gave the dish to her father’s eldest brother and then shook hands, very
shyly, with her suitor and his relatives. She was about sixteen and just ripe
for marriage. Her suitor and his relatives surveyed her young body with
expert eyes as if to assure themselves that she was beautiful and ripe.

She wore a coiffure which was done up into a crest in the middle of the
head. Cam wood was rubbed lightly into her skin, and all over her body

4. “Wealth of Eke” (a divinity). Similar names built on ako (“wealth”) connote riches and are associated
with the idea of women as a form of exchangeable material wealth.
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were black patterns drawn with uli.’ She wore a black necklace which
hung down in three coils just above her full, succulent breasts. On her
arms were red and yellow bangles, and on her waist four or five rows of
jigida, or waist beads.

When she had shaken hands, or rather held out her hand to be shaken,
she returned to her mother’s hut to help with the cooking.

“Remove your jigida first,” her mother warned as she moved near the
fireplace to bring the pestle resting against the wall. “Every day I tell you
that jigida and fire are not friends. But you will never hear. You grew your
ears for decoration, not for hearing. One of these days your jigida will
catch fire on your waist, and then you will know.”

Akueke moved to the other end of the hut and began to remove the
waist-beads. It had to be done slowly and carefully, taking each string sepa-
rately, else it would break and the thousand tiny rings would have to be
strung together again. She rubbed each string downwards with her palms
until it passed the buttocks and slipped down to the floor around her feet.

The men in the obi had already begun to drink the palm-wine which
Akueke’s suitor had brought. It was a very good wine and powerful, for in
spite of the palm fruit hung across the mouth of the pot to restrain the
lively liquor, white foam rose and spilled over.

“That wine is the work of a good tapper,” said Okonkwo.

The young suitor, whose name was Ibe, smiled broadly and said to his
father: “Do you hear that?” He then said to the others: “He will never
admit that I am a good tapper.”

“He tapped three of my best palm trees to death,” said his father,
Ukegbu.

“That was about five years ago,” said Ibe, who had begun to pour out
the wine, “before I learned how to tap.” He filled the first horn and gave
to his father. Then he poured out for the others. Okonkwo brought out
his big horn from the goatskin bag, blew into it to remove any dust that
might be there, and gave it to Ibe to fill.

As the men drank, they talked about everything except the thing for
which they had gathered. It was only after the pot had been emptied that
the suitor’s father cleared his voice and announced the object of their visit.

Obierika then presented to him a small bundle of short broomsticks.
Ukegbu counted them.

“They are thirty?” he asked.

Obierika nodded in agreement.

“We are at last getting somewhere,” Ukegbu said, and then turning to
his brother and his son he said: “Let us go out and whisper together.” The
three rose and went outside. When they returned Ukegbu handed the
bundle of sticks back to Obierika. He counted them; instead of thirty there
were now only fifteen. He passed them over to his eldest brother, Machi,
who also counted them and said:

“We had not thought to go below thirty. But as the dog said, ‘If I fall

5. A liquid made from crushed seeds, which caused the skin to pucker temporarily. It was used to
create black tattoolike decorations. Cam wood: a shrub. The powdered red heartwood of the shrub was
used as a cosmetic dye.
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down for you and you fall down for me, it is pla}{.’ 17\’/[arriage should be a
play and not a fight; so we are falling down again.” He then added ten
sticks to the fifteen and gave the bundle to Ukegbu.
In this way Akuke’s bride-price was finally settled at twenty bags of cow-
ries. It was already dusk when the two parties came to this agreement.
“Go and tell Akueke’s mother that we have finished,” Obllenka.sald to
his son, Maduka. Almost immediately the women came in with a big bowl
of foo-foo. Obierika’s second wife followed with a pot of soup, and Maduka
in a pot of palm-wine.
br(Xégglte merll) ate agd drank palm-wine they talked about the customs of
ir neighbors.
th(?‘llrt \:af only this morning,” said Obierika, “that Qkonkwo and I were
talking about Abame and Aninta, where titled men climb trees and pound
foo-foo for their wives.” o b
“All their customs are upside-down. They do not decide brld.e-pnce as
we do, with sticks. They haggle and bargain as if they were buying a goat
or a cow in the market.” 3 . '
“That is very bad,” said Obierika’s eldest brother. “But what 1s.good in
one place is bad in another place. In Umunso they .do'not bargain at gll,
not even with broomsticks. The suitor just goes on bringing bags of cowries
until his in-laws tell him to stop. It is a bad custom because it always leads
rrel.”
v 3"191?: world is large,” said Okonkwo. “I have even heard that in some
tribes a man’s children belong to his wife and her family.”
“That cannot be,” said Machi. “You might as well say that the woman
lies on top of the man when they are making the childrep." ' dg
“It is like the story of white men who, they say, are whxte'hke this piece
of chalk,” said Obierika. He held up a piece of chalk, which every man
kept in his obi and with which his guests drew lines on the ﬂo% before
they ate kola nuts. “And these white men, they say, have no toes.
“And have you never seen them?” asked Machi.
“Have you?” asked Obierika. ’ ¢ 30 .
“One of them passes here frequently,” said Machi. “His name is
Amadi.” :
Those who knew Amadi laughed. He was a leper, and the polite name
for leprosy was “the white skin.”

9

For the first time in three nights, Okonkwo slept. He woke up once in
the middle of the night and his mind went back to the past three days
without making him feel uneasy. He began to wonder' why he had felt
uneasy at all. It was like a man wondering in broad daylight why a drearﬁ
had appeared so terrible to him at night. He .stretched himself an
scratched his thigh were a mosquito had bitten him as he slept. Anotheé
one was wailing near his right ear. He slapped the ear and hoped he ha‘
killed it. Why do they always go for one’s ears? When.he was a child hts
mother had told him a story about it. But it was as silly as all women’s

6. They wear shoes.
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stories. Mosquito, she had said, had asked Ear to marry him, whereupon
Ear fell on the floor in uncontrollable laughter. “How much longer do
you think you will live?” she asked. “You are already a skeleton.” Mosquito
went away humiliated, and any time he passed her way he told Ear that
he was still alive.

Okonkwo turned on his side and went back to sleep. He was roused in
the morning by someone banging on his door.

“Who is that?” he growled. He knew it must be Ekwefi, Of his three
wives Ekwefi was the only one who would have the audacity to bang on
his door. .

“Ezinma is dying,” came her voice, and all the tragedy and sorrow of
her life were packed in those words.

Okonkwo sprang from his bed, pushed back the bolt on his door and
ran into Ekwefi’s hut.

Ezinma lay shivering on a mat beside a huge fire that her mother had
kept burning all night. ’

“It is iba,”” said Okonkwo as he took his machete and went into the
bush to collect the leaves and grasses and barks of trees that went into
making the medicine for iba.

Ekwefi knelt beside the sick child, occasionally feeling with her palm
the wet, burning forehead.

Ezinma was an only child and the center of her mother’s world. Very
often it was Ezinma who decided what food her mother should prepare.
Ekwefi even gave her such delicacies as eggs, which children were rarely
allowed to eat because such food tempted them to steal. One day as
Ezinma was eating an egg Okonkwo had come in unexpectedly from his
hut. He was greatly shocked and swore to beat Ekwefi if she dared to give
the child eggs again. But it was impossible to refuse Ezinma anything.
After her father’s rebuke she developed an even keener appetite for eggs.
And she enjoyed above all the secrecy in which she now ate them. Her
mother always took her into their bedroom and shut the door.

Ezinma did not call her mother Nne like all children. She called her
by her name, Ekwefi, as her father and other grown-up people did. The
relationship between them was not only that of mother and child. There
was something in it like the companionship of equals, which was strength-
ened by such little conspiracies as eating eggs in the bedroom.

Ekwefi had suffered a good deal in her life. She had borne ten children
and nine of them had died in infancy, usually before the age of three. As
she buried one child after another her sorrow gave way to despair and then
to grim resignation. The birth of her children, which should be a worman’s
crowning glory, became for Ekwefi mere physical agony devoid of prom-
ise. The naming ceremony after seven market weeks became an empty
ritual. Her deepening despair found expression in the names she gave her
children. One of them was a pathetic cry, Onwumbiko —“Death, [
implore you.” But Death took no notice; Onwumbiko died in his fifteenth
month. The next child was a girl, Ozoemena— “May it not happen again.”
She died in her eleventh month, and two others after her. Ekwefi then

7. A fever accompanied by jaundice, probably caused by malaria.
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became defiant and called her next child Onwuma—“Death may please
himself.” And he did.

After the death of Ekwefi’s second child, Okonkwo had gone to a medi-
cine man, who was also a diviner of the Afa Oracle,® to inquire what was
amiss. This man told him that the child was an ogbanje, one of those
wicked children who, when they died, entered their mothers” wombs to
be born again.

“When your wife becomes pregnant again,” he said, “let her not sleep
in her hut. Let her go and stay with her people. In that way she will elude
her wicked tormentor and break its evil cycle of birth and death.”

Ekwefi did as she was asked. As soon as she became pregnant she went
to live with her old mother in another village. It was there that her third
child was born and circumcised on the eighth day. She did not return to
Okonkwo’s compound until three days before the naming ceremony. The
child was called Onwumbiko.

Onwumbiko was not given proper burial when he died. Okonkwo had
called on another medicine man who was famous in the clan for his great
knowledge about ogbanje children. His name was Okagbue Uyanwa.
Okagbue was a very striking figure, tall, with a full beard and a bald head.
He was light in complexion and his eyes were red and fiery. He always
gnashed his teeth as he listened to those who came to consult him. He
asked Okonkwo a few questions about the dead child. All the neighbors
and relations who had come to mourn gathered round them.

“On what market-day was it born?” he asked.

“Oye,” replied Okonkwo.

“And it died this morning?”

Okonkwo said yes, and only then realized for the first time that the
child had died on the same market-day as it had been born. The neighbors
and relations also saw the coincidence and said among themselves that it
was very significant.

“Where do you sleep with your wife, in your obi or in her own hut?”
asked the medicine man.

“In her hut.”

“In future call her into your obi.”

The medicine man then ordered that there should be no mourning for
the dead child. He brought out a sharp razor from the goatskin bag slung
from his left shoulder and began to mutilate the child. Then he took it
away to bury in the Evil Forest, holding it by the ankle and dragging it on
the ground behind him. After such treatment it would think twice before
coming again, unless it was one of the stubborn ones who returned, car-
rying the stamp of their mutilation—a missing finger or perhaps a dark
line where the medicine man’s razor had cut them.

By the time Onwumbiko died Ekwefi had become a very bitter woman.
Her husband’s first wife had already had three sons, all strong and healthy.
When she had borne her third son in succession, Okonkwo had gathered
a goat for her, as was the custom. Ekwefi had nothing but good wishes for
her. But she had grown so bitter about her own chi that she could not

8. One communicates with the clients’ ancestors by reading patterns made by objects (for example,
seeds, teeth, shells) thrown on a flat surface.
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rejoice with others over their good fortune. And so, on the day that
Nwoye’s mother celebrated the birth of her three sons with feasting and
music, Ekwefi was the only person in the happy company who went about
with a cloud on her brow. Her husband’s wife took this for malevolence,
as husbands” wives were wont to. How could she know that Ekwefi’s bitter-
ness did not flow outwards to others but inwards into her own soul; that
she did not blame others for their good fortune but her own evil chi who
denied her any?

At last Ezinma was born, and although ailing she seemed determined
to live. At first Ekwefi accepted her, as she had accepted others—with
listless resignation. But when she lived on to her fourth, fifth and sixth
years, love returned once more to her mother, and, with love, anxiety. She
determined to nurse her child to health, and she put all her being into it.
She was rewarded by occasional spells of health during which Ezinma
bubbled with energy like fresh palm-wine. At such times she seemed
beyond danger. But all of a sudden she would go down again. Everybody
knew she was an oghanje. These sudden bouts of sickness and health were
typical of her kind. But she had lived so long that perhaps she had decided
to stay. Some of them did become tired of their evil rounds of birth and
death, or took pity on their mothers, and stayed. Ekwefi believed deep
inside her that Ezinma had come to stay. She believed because it was that
faith alone that gave her own life any kind of meaning. And this faith had
been strengthened when a year or so ago a medicine man had dug up
Ezinma’s iyi-uwa. Everyone knew then that she would live because her
bond with the world of oghanje had been broken. Ekwefi was reassured.
But such was her anxiety for her daughter that she could not rid herself
completely of her fear. And although she believed that the iyi-uwa which
had been dug up was genuine, she could not ignore the fact that some
really evil children sometimes misled people into digging up a specious
one.

But Ezinma’s iyi-uwa had looked real enough. It was a smooth pebble
wrapped in a dirty rag. The man who dug it up was the same Okagbue
who was famous in all the clan for his knowledge in these matters. Ezinma
had not wanted to cooperate with him at first. But that was only to be
expected. No ogbanje would yield her secrets easily, and most of them
never did because they died too young—before they could be asked ques-
tions.

“Where did you bury your iyi-uwa?” Okagbue had asked Ezinma. She
was nine then and was just recovering from a serious illness.

“What is iyi-uwa?” she asked in return.

“You know what it is. You buried it in the ground somewhere so that
you can die and return again to torment your mother.”

Ezinma looked at her mother, whose eyes, sad and pleading, were fixed
on her.

“Answer the question at once,” roared Okonkwo, who stood beside her.
All the family were there and some of the neighbors too.

“Leave her to me,” the medicine man told Okonkwo in a cool, confi-
dent voice. He turned again to Ezinma. “Where did you bury your iyi-
uwa?”
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“Where they bury children,” she replied, and the quiet spectators mur-
mured to themselves.

“Come along then and show me the spot,” said the medicine man.

The crowd set out with Ezinma leading the way and Okagbue followin
closely behind her. Okonkwo came next and Ekwefi followed him. Wheﬁ
she came to the main road, Ezinma turned left as if she was going to the
stream.

“But you said it was where they bury children?” asked the medicine
man.

“No,” said Ezinma, whose feeling of importance was manifest in her
sprightly walk. She sometimes broke into a run and stopped again sud.
denly. The crowd followed her silently. Women and children returning
from the stream with pots of water on their heads wondered what was
happening until they saw Okagbue and guessed that it must be some.
thiﬁg to do with oghanje. And they all knew Ekwefi and her daughter very
well.

When she got to the big udala tree Ezinma turned left into the bush
and the crowd followed her. Because of her size she made her way through,
trees and creepers more quickly then her followers. The bush was alive
with the tread of feet on dry leaves and sticks and the moving aside of tree
branches. Ezinma went deeper and deeper and the crowd went with her.
Then she suddenly turned round and began to walk back to the road.
Everybody stood to let her pass and then filed after her.

“If you bring us all this way for nothing I shall beat sense into you,”
Okonkwo threatened. ,

“I have told you to let her alone. I know how to deal with them,” said
Okagbue. 7

Ezinma led the way back to the road, looked left and right and turned
right. And so they arrived home again.

“Where did you bury your iyi-uwa?” asked Okagbue when Ezinma
finally stopped outside her father’s obi. Okagbue’s voice was unchanged.
It was quiet and confident. i

“It is near that orange tree,” Ezinma said. '

“And why did you not say so, you wicked daughter of Akalogoli?” Okon-
kwo swore furiously. The medicine man ignored him.

“Come and show me the exact spot,” he said quietly to Ezinma.

“It is here,” she said when they got to the tree.

“Point at the spot with your finger,” said Okagbue.

“Itis here,” said Ezinma touching the ground with her finger. Okonkwo
stood by, rumbling like thunder in the rainy season.

“Bring me a hoe,” said Okagbue.

When Ekwefi brought the hoe, he had already put aside his goatskin
bag and his big cloth and was in his underwear, a long and thin strip of
cloth wound round the waist like a belt and then passed between the legs
to be fastened to the belt behind. He immediately set to work digging
a pit where Ezinma had indicated. The neighbors sat around watching
the pit becoming deeper and deeper. The dark top soil soon gave way to
the bright red earth with which women scrubbed the floors and walls
of huts. Okagbue worked tirelessly and in silence, his back shining with
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perspiration. Okonkwo. stood by the pit. He asked Okagbue to come
up and rest while he took a hand. But Okagbue said he was not tired
yet.

Ekwefi went into her hut to cook yams. Her husband had brought out
more yams than usual because the medicine man had to be fed. Ezinma
went with her and helped in preparing the vegetables.

“There is too much green vegetable,” she said.

“Don’t you see the pot is full of yams?” Ekwef1 asked. “And you know
how leaves become smaller after cooking.”

“Yes,” said Ezinma, “that was why the snake-lizard killed his mother.”

“Very true,” said Ekwefl.

“He gave his mother seven baskets of vegetables to cook and in the end
there were only three. And so he killed her,” said Ezinma.

“That is not the end of the story.”

“Oho,” said Ezinma. “I remember now. He brought another seven bas-
kets and cooked them himself. And there were again only three. So he
killed himself too.”

Outside the obi Okagbue and Okonkwo were digging the pit to find
where Ezinma had buried her iyi-uwa. Neighbors sat around, watching.
The pit was now so deep that they no longer saw the digger. They only
saw the red earth he threw up mounting higher and higher. Okonkwo’s
son, Nwoye, stood near the edge of the pit because he wanted to take in
all that happened.

Okagbue had again taken over the digging from Okonkwo. He worked,
as usual, in silence. The neighbors and Okonkwo’s wives were now talk-
ing. The children had lost interest and were playing.

Suddenly Okagbue sprang to the surface with the agility of a leopard.

“It is very near now,” he said. “I have felt it.”

There was immediate excitement and those who were sitting jumped
to their feet.

“Call your wife and child,” he said to Okonkwo. But Ekwefi and
Ezinma had heard the noise and run out to see what it was.

Okagbue went back into the pit, which was now surrounded by specta-
tors. After a few more hoe-fuls of earth he struck the iyi-uwa. He raised it
carefully with the hoe and threw it to the surface. Some women ran away
in fear when it was thrown. But they soon returned and everyone was
gazing at the rag from a reasonable distance. Okagbue emerged and with-
out saying a word or even looking at the spectators he went to his goatskin
bag, took out two leaves and began to chew them. When he had swallowed
them, he took up the rag with his left hand and began to untie it. And
then the smooth, shiny pebble fell out. He picked it up.

“Is this yours?” he asked Ezinma.

“Yes,” she replied. All the women shouted with joy because Ekwefi’s
troubles were at last ended.

All this had happened more than a year ago and Ezinma had not been
ill since. And then suddenly she had begun to shiver in the night. Ekwefi
brought her to the fireplace, spread her mat on the floor and built a fire.
But she had got worse and worse. As she knelt by her, feeling with her
palm the wet, burning forehead, she prayed a thousand times. Although
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her husband’s wives were saying that it was nothing more than ibq, she
did not hear them.

Okonkwo returned from the bush carrying on his left shoulder a large
bundle of grasses and leaves, roots and barks of medicinal trees and shruls,
He went into Ekwefi’s hut, put down his load and sat down.

“Get me a pot,” he said, “and leave the child alone.”

Ekwefi went to bring the pot and Okonkwo selected the best from hig
bundle, in their due proportions, and cut them up. He put them in the
pot and Ekwefi poured in some water.

“Is that enough?” she asked when she had poured in about half of the
water in the bowl.

“A little more . . . I said a little. Are you deaf?” Okonkwo roared at her.

She set the pot on the fire and Okonkwo took up his machete to return
to his obi.

“You must watch the pot carefully,” he said as he went, “and don’t allow
it to boil over. If it does its power will be gone.” He went away to his hut
and Ekwefi began to tend the medicine pot almost as if it was itself a sick
child. Her eyes went constantly from Ezinma to the boiling pot and back
to Ezinma.

Okonkwo returned when he felt the medicine had cooked long enough,
He looked it over and said it was done.

“Bring me a low stool for Ezinma,” he said, “and a thick mat.”

He took down the pot from the fire and placed it in front of the stool.
He then roused Ezinma and placed her on the stool, astride the steaming
pot. The thick mat was thrown over both. Ezinma struggled to escape
from the choking and overpowering steam, but she was held down. She
started to cry.

When the mat was at last removed she was drenched in perspiration.
Ekwefi mopped her with a piece of cloth and she lay down on a dry mat
and was soon asleep.

10

Large crowds began to gather on the village ilo as soon as the edge had
worn off the sun’s heat and it was no longer painful on the body. Most
communal ceremonies took place at that time of the day, so that even
when it was said that a ceremony would begin “after the midday meal”
everyone understood that it would begin a long time later, when the sun’s
heat had softened.

It was clear from the way the crowd stood or sat that the ceremony was
for men. There were many women, but they looked on from the fringe
like outsiders. The titled men and elders sat on their stools waiting for the
trials to begin. In front of them was a row of stools on which nobody sat.
There were nine of them. Two little groups of people stood at a respect-
able distance beyond the stools. They faced the elders. There were three
men in one group and three men and one woman in the other. The
woman was Mgbafo and the three men with her were her brothers. In the
other group were her husband, Uzowulu, and his relatives. Mgbafo and
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her brothers were as still as statues into whose faces the artist has molded
defiance. Uzowulu and his relatives, on the other hand, were whispering
together. It looked like whispering, but they were really talking at the top
of their voices. Everybody in the crowd was talking. It was like the market.
From a distance the noise was a deep rumble carried by the wind.

An iron gong sounded, setting up a wave of expectation in the crowd.
Everyone looked in the direction of the egwugwu’ house. Gome, gome,
gome went the gong, and a powerful flute blew a high-pitched blast. Then
came the voices of the egwugwu, guttural and awesome. The wave struck
the women and children and there was a backward stampede. But it was
momentary. They were already far enough where they stood and there was
room for running away if any of the egwugwu should go towards them.

The drum sounded again and the flute blew. The egwugwu house was
now a pandemonium of quavering voices: Aru oyim de de de dei!! filled
the air as the spirits of the ancestors, just emerged from the earth, greeted
themselves in their esoteric language. The egwugwu house into which
they emerged faced the forest, away from the crowd, who saw only its back
with the many-colored patterns and drawings done by specially chosen
women at regular intervals. These women never saw the inside of the hut.
No woman ever did. They scrubbed and painted the outside walls under
the supervision of men. If they imagined what was inside, they kept their
imagination to themselves. No woman ever asked questions about the
most powerful and the most secret cult in the clan.

Aru oyim de de de dei! flew around the dark, closed hut like tongues of
fire. The ancestral spirits of the clan were abroad. The metal gong beat
continuously now and the flute, shrill and powerful, floated on the
chaos.

And then the egwugwu appeared. The women and children sent up a
great shout and took to their heels. It was instinctive. A woman fled as
soon as an egwugwu came in sight. And when, as on that day, nine of the
greatest masked spirits in the clan came out together it was a terrifying
spectacle. Even Mgbafo took to her heels and had to be restrained by her
brothers.

Each of the nine egwugwu represented a village of the clan. Their
leader was called Evil Forest. Smoke poured out of his head.

The nine villages of Umuofia had grown out of the nine sons of the first
father of the clan. Evil Forest represented the village of Umueru, or the
children of Eru, who was the eldest of the nine sons.

“Umuofia kwenu!” shouted the leading egwugwu, pushing the air with
his raffia arms. The elders of the clan replied, “Yaa!”

“Umuofia kwenu!”

“Yaa!”

“Umuofia kwenu!”

“Yaa!”

Evil Forest then thrust the pointed end of his rattling staff into the earth.
And it began to shake and rattle, like something agitating with a metallic

9. Here the term refers to the village’s highest spiritual and judicial authority, prominent men who,
after putting on elaborate ceremonial costumes, embody the village’s ancestral spirits. 1. “Body of
my friend, greetings!”
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life. He took the first of the empty stools and the eight other egwugy
began to sit in order of seniority after him. 0

Okonkwo's wives, and perhaps other women as well, might haye
noticed that the second egwugwu had the springy walk of Okonkwo. Ang
they might also have noticed that Okonkwo was not among the titled mer,
and elders who sat behind the row of egwugwu. But if they thought these
things they kept them within themselves. The egwugwu with the sprin
walk was one of the dead fathers of the clan. He looked terrible with tEZ
smoked raffia body, a huge wooden face painted white except for the
round hollow eyes and the charred teeth that were as big as a man’s fin.
gers. On his head were two powerful horns.

When all the egwugwu had sat down and the sound of the many tin
bells and rattles on their bodies had subsided, Evil Forest addressed ch
two groups of people facing them. :

“Uzowulu’s body, I salute you,” he said. Spirits always addressed
humans as “bodies.” Uzowulu bent down and touched the earth with his
right hand as a sign of submission.

“Our father, my hand has touched the ground,” he said.

“Uzowulu’s body, do you know me?” asked the spirit.

“How can I know you, father? You are beyond our knowledge.”

Evil Forest then turned to the other group and addressed the eldest of
the three brothers.

“The body of Odukwe, I greet you,” he said, and Odukwe bent down
and touched the earth. The hearing then began.

Uzowulu stepped forward and presented his case.

“That woman standing there is my wife, Mgbafo. I married her with my
money and my yams. I do not owe my in-laws anything. I owe them no
yams. I owe them no coco-yams. One morning three of them came to my
house, beat me up and took my wife and children away. This happened
in the rainy season. I have waited in vain for my wife to return. At last I
went to my in-laws and said to them, ‘You have taken back your sister. [
did not send her away. You yourselves took her. The law of the clan is that
you should return her bride-price.” But my wife’s brothers said they had
nothing to tell me. So I have brought the matter to the fathers of the clan.
My case is finished. I salute you.”

“Your words are good,” said the leader of the egwugwu. “Let us hear
Odukwe. His words may also be good.”

Odukwe was short and thickset. He stepped forward, saluted the spirits
and began his story.

“My in-law has told you that we went to his house, beat him up and
took our sister and her children away. All that is true. He told you that he
came to take back her bride-price and we refused to give it him. That also
is true. My in-law, Uzowulu, is a beast. My sister lived with him for nine
years. During those years no single day passed in the sky without his beat-
ing the woman. We have tried to settle their quarrels time without number
and on each occasion Uzowulu was guilty—” '

“It is a lie!” Uzowulu shouted.

& ” 2
qu years ago,” continued Odukwe, “when she was pregnant, he beat
her until she miscarried.”
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“It is a lie. She miscarried after she had gone to sleep with her lover.”

“Uzowulu’s body, I salute you,” said Evil Forest, silencing him. “What
kind of lover sleeps with a pregnant woman?” There was a loud murmur
of approbation from the crowd. Odukwe continued:

“Last year when my sister was recovering from an illness, he beat her
again so that if the neighbors had not gone in to save her she would have
been killed. We heard of it, and did as you have been told. The law of
Umuofia is that if a woman runs away from her husband her bride-price
is returned. But in this case she ran away to save her life. Her two children
belong to Uzowulu. We do not dispute it, but they are too young to leave
their mother. If, in the other hand, Uzowulu should recover from his
madness and come in the proper way to beg his wife to return she will do
50 on the understanding that if he ever beats her again we shall cut off his
genitals for him.”

The crowd roared with laughter. Evil Forest rose to his feet and order
was immediately restored. A steady cloud of smoke rose from his head.
He sat down again and called two witnesses. They were both Uzowulu’s
neighbors, and they agreed about the beating. Evil Forest then stood up,
pulled out his staff and thrust it into the earth again. He ran a few steps in
the direction of the women; they all fled in terror, only to return to their
places almost immediately. The nine egwugwu then went away to consult
together in their house. They were silent for a long time. Then the metal
gong sounded and the flute was blown. The egwugwu had emerged once
again from their underground home. They saluted one another and then
reappeared on the ilo.

“Umuofia kwenu!” roared Evil Forest, facing the elders and grandees of
the clan. )

“Yaa!” replied the thunderous crowd; then silence descended from the
sky and swallowed the noise.

Evil Forest began to speak and all the while he spoke everyone was
silent. The eight other egwugwu were as still as statues.

“We have heard both sides of the case,” said Evil Forest. “Our duty is
not to blame this man or to praise that, but to settle the dispute.” He
turned to Uzowulu’s group and allowed a short pause.

“Uzowulu’s body, I salute you,” he said.

“Our father, my hand has touched the ground,” replied Uzowulu,
touching the earth.

“Uzowulu’s body, do you know me?”

“How can I know you, father? You are beyond our knowledge,” Uzo-
wulu replied.

“I am Evil Forest. I kill a man on the day that his life is sweetest to
him.”

“That is true,” replied Uzowulu.

“Go to your in-laws with a pot of wine and beg your wife to return to
you. It is not bravery when a man fights with a woman.” He turned to

Odukwe, and allowed a brief pause.

“Odukwe’s body, I greet you,” he said.

“My hand is on the ground,” replied Odukwe.

“Do you know me?”
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“No man can know you,” replied Odukwe.

I am Evil Forest, I am Dry-meat-that-fills-the-mouth, I am Fire-that.
bgrns-wlthout—faggots. If your in-law brings wine to you, let your sister g0
Wll’;h }11<1m. I'salute you.” He pulled his staff from the hard earth and thryst
1t back.

:Umuoﬁa kwenu!” he roared, and the crowd answered.

I don’t know why such a trifle should come before the egwugwu,” said
one elder to another.

“Don’t you know what kind of man Uzowulu is? He will not listen to
any other decision,” replied the other.

As they spoke two other groups of people had replaced the first before
the egwugwu, and a great land case began.

11

The night was impenetrably dark. The moon had been rising later and
later every night until now it was seen only at dawn. And whenever the
moon forsook evening and rose at cock-crow the nights were as black as
charcoal.

Ezinma and her mother sat on a mat on the floor after their supper of
yam foo-foo and bitter-leaf soup. A palm-oil lamp gave out yellowish light.
Without it, it would have been impossible to eat; one could not have
known where one’s mouth was in the darkness of that night. There was an
oil lamp in all the four huts on Okonkwo’s compound, and each hut seen
from the others looked like a soft eye of yellow half-light set in the solid
massiveness of night.

The world was silent except for the shrill cry of insects, which was part
of the night, and the sound of wooden mortar and pestle as Nwayieke
pounded her foo-foo. Nwayieke lived four compounds away, and she was
notorious for her late cooking. Every woman in the neighborhood knew
the sound of Nwayieke’s mortar and pestle. It was also part of the night.

Okonkwo had eaten from his wives’ dishes and was now reclining with
his back against the wall. He searched his bag and brought out his snuff-
bottle. He turned it on to his left palm, but nothing came out. He hit the
bottle against his knee to shake up the tobacco. That was always the trou-
ble with Okeke’s snuff. It very quickly went damp, and there was too much
saltpeter in it. Okonkwo had not bought snuff from him for a long time.
Idigo was the man who knew how to grind good snuff. But he had recently
fallen ill.

. Low voices, broken now and again by singing, reached Okonkwo from
his wives’ huts as each woman and her children told folk stories. Ekwefi
and her daughter, Ezinma, sat on a mat on the floor. It was Ekwefi’s turn
to tell a story.

“Once upon a time,” she began, “all the birds were invited to a feast in
the sky. They were very happy and began to prepare themselves for the
great day. They painted their bodies with red cam wood and drew beauti-
ful patterns on them with uli.

“Tortoise saw all these preparations and soon discovered what it all
meant. Nothing that happened in the world of the animals ever escaped
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his notice; he was full of cunning. As soon as he heard of the great feast
in the sky his throat began to itch at the very thought. There was a famine
in those days and Tortoise had not eaten a good meal for two moons. His
body rattled like a piece of dry stick in his empty shell. So he began to
plan how he would go to the sky.”

“But he had no wings,” said Ezinma.

“Be patient,” replied her mother. “That is the story. Tortoise had
no wings, but he went to the birds and asked to be allowed to go with
them.

““We know you too well,” said the birds when they had heard him. ‘You
are full of cunning and you are ungrateful. If we allow you to come with
us you will soon begin your mischief.’

““You do not know me,” said Tortoise. ‘T am a changed man. I have
learned that a man who makes trouble for others is also making it for
himself.

“Tortoise had a sweet tongue, and within a short time all the birds
agreed that he was a changed man, and they each gave him a feather, with
which he made two wings.

“At last the great day came and Tortoise was the first to arrive at the
meeting place. When all the birds had gathered together, they set off in a
body. Tortoise was very happy and voluble as he flew among the birds,
and he was soon chosen as the man to speak for the party because he was
a great orator.

““There is one important thing which we must not forget,” he said as
they flew on their way. ‘When people are invited to a great feast like this,
they take new names for the occasion. Our hosts in the sky will expect us
to honor this age-old custom.’

“None of the birds had heard of this custom but they knew that Tor-
toise, in spite of his failings in other directions, was a widely traveled man
who knew the customs of different peoples. And so they each took a new
name. When they had all taken, Tortoise also took one. He was to be
called All of you.

“At last the party arrived in the sky and their hosts were very happy to
see them. Tortoise stood up in his many-colored plumage and thanked
them for their invitation. His speech was so eloquent that all the birds
were glad they had brought him, and nodded their heads in approval of
all he said. Their hosts took him as the king of the birds, especially as he
looked somewhat different from the others.

“After kola nuts had been presented and eaten, the people of the sky set
before their guests the most delectable dishes Tortoise had ever seen or
dreamed of. The soup was brought out hot from the fire and in the very
pot in which it had been cooked. It was full of meat and fish. Tortoise
began to sniff aloud. There was pounded yam and also yam pottage
cooked with palm-oil and fresh fish. There were also pots of palm-wine.
When everything had been set before the guests, one of the people of the
sky came forward and tasted a little from each pot. He then invited the
birds to eat. But Tortoise jumped to his feet and asked: ‘For whom have
you prepared this feast?’

“‘For all of you,’ replied the man.
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