










































































































































































































































































































































































































His eyes widened . 'You really do ? You prefer it to being here . '  
' I  think I am going to l ike it uncle . '  
He looked at me as i f  h e  was seeing me anew. · Amazing . Now that 

is amazing. You real ly prefer . .  . '  And then he recovered quickly ,  
' But then you haven ' t  even completed a year here. You haven ' t  
really become a Grammarian . '  

' I  l i ke the school , '  I insisted . ' I  hope I can get a scholarsh ip . ' 
' Now that 's  it ! '  he exploded . ' I  was trying to remember the one 

advantage which could possibly speak for that school .  Yes , they do 
award scholarsh ips. Right . if you obtain a scholarsh ip .  all right .  that 
wil l be good for Ayo. But you must see me every hol iday. I want to 
know how they go about their teach ing . '  

I promised I wou ld.  
'They teach you to say " Sir" in those schools. Only slaves say Sir .  

That is one of their  ways of removing character from boys at  an 
impressionable age-Sir .  sir, s ir ,  sir, sir !  Very bad . So you must come 
and see us during the vacation . . .  ' Another shortcoming struck him 
and he looked rather wistful , shaking his head . ' And they hardly ever 
use the cane there-now that is a serious m istake . '  

' I  don 't  think so principal . '  
'No .  You don ' t .bel ieve that caning is good for character? ' 
'No,  principal . '  
'Oh dear. oh dear . oh dear . You of al l people. En iola' s son ? '  
' N o ,  principal . '  
He sighed . shook his head dolefully once more and cont inued 

down the corridor. 

Beere was on the h igh seas. heading home. One morning the 
newspapers were fi lled with denunciations of her activit ies i n  
England . At  a conference-or a public lecture-she had claimed that 
the women of Egbaland led a pauper's existence. They were wret
ched . underprivileged and ruth lessly exploited . The four-page 
newspaper carried a long letter contest ing her statements and up
braid ing her temerity in tel l ing such l ies against the noble women of 
Egba. It was a d isgrace and Beere was a traitor to her own country
women . The letter invited the British people to visit Abeokuta for 
themselves. There they would see prosperous women , even the 
average Egba woman l ived in comfort and splendour. There were 
hospi tals galore . the town was spotlessly clean and housing was 
sumptuous. Mrs Ransome-Kuti was advised to stick her nose in  
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whatever business took her to England . and leave the concern for the 
welfare of Egba womanhood to the one man who had always made it 
h is benevolent concern , the father of all Egba himself-the A lake of 
Abeokuta. 

Even as the women were gathering for a meeting arranged by the 
Group to decide what reply to make to this attack , the same journal 
published a letter in her defence by someone who signed himself 
'Onlooker' . Th is writer confirmed Beere ' s  claims in detai l ,  referred 
his readers to the numerous hovels hidden away in l kereku . 
l berekodo , Ago-owu etc. where the women burrowed l ike rats to eke 
out a miserable existence. At the meeting,  the new copy was passed 
from hand to hand . Even those who could not read wanted to see it .  
Final ly .  Ma lgbore .  the white-haired lady took the paper and read it 
out . translating the contents. Shouts of approval rent the air. Then 
Kemberi took the floor. 

'The other letter, that one which says that you are all mil l ionaires. 
was signed by Atupa Parlour and some of those prostitutes of the 
Alake . Because a mere handful of them have accumulated some 
ji"biti• wealth and mince in and out of the palace dripping with gold 
trinkets. they forget that they are stil l l iving among those who cannot 
even give their children two square meals a day. Wel l .  Beere is on her 
way . When she arrives, Egba people will know who is the real odale. • • 
But there is one thing you must all keep in mind-the hand is the 
hand of Jacob but . . .  we know who Esau is ! '  

Another rose . 'Of course . I can confirm that . The A lake put them 
up to it and it was the D .O.  who put it in the Alake's  head . The 
D .O .  was sti l l  at the palace when Kabiyesi sent for Atupa and her 
wealthy friends. The letter was wait ing for them when they arrived . 
all they had to do was put their fingerprint at the bot tom-Atupa 
can ' t  read A from B. They did not write that letter themselves. Since 
when has Atupa Parlour been able to put two words together except 
to say . ' 'Wait . let me take off my wrapper. ' ' ' 

In the m idst of the gales of derisive laughter which followed . 
Daodu strolled in . holding also a copy of the Onlooker's statement.  

' What you women should do. '  he said .  ' is prim a hundred copies 
of this. Take them with you when you go to meet Beere and 
distribute it at the port . '  

The idea was acclaimed . Daodu resumed his stroll while the 
· Fraudulent. 
• •Traitor. 
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meet ing continued . He was back ten minutes later. 
' Make it a thousand . Yes , one thousand.  Hand them to all the 

people just disembarking and distribute them among those who have 
come to meet them . '  

Again the women chorussed their approval . Daodu did not reach 
the end of the path before he turned back yet again ,  his face set , and 
walked briskly back to the meeting . ' Make it ten thousand . Yes , 
print TEN THOUSAND. We' l l find the money somehow. Scatter 
them in the air, spread them right under the nose of the colonial 
government in Lagos. Yes , print ten thousand! '  

There was no time to lose. Daodu now took over the direction of 
arrangements for welcoming back his Beere from England . He 
overlooked no detai l .  He ordered huge water-pots, the same size as 
ours in Ake ,  to be bought ,  buried all over the compound and fi l led 
with water. He conferred with Wild Christian and the other leaders 
in the Group over the feed ing of the crowd of well -wishers who were 
bound to descend on the compound .  I caught ,  I believed,  a gl impse 
of the workings of his mind-Daodu wanted his wife's  homecoming 
to be an even greater triumphal entry than his ,  beginning in Lagos 
and swell ing in magnitude to envelop her detractors and overwhelm 
them completely. 
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XIV 

Mrs Kuti ' s  return changed the AGS compound into festival grounds. 
In addition to the water-pots, Daodu had ordered hundreds of oi l 
lamps. Bamboo poles were cut in four foot lengths and buried along 
the paths, round the fields, in the kitchen compounds and the oi l 
lamps were placed in their  hol lows. The corridors of the vast man
sion , the ledges on the arched pi l lars , benches, garden tables also had 
their quota of lamps. When they were lit at night,  the compound 
looked as if it had been invaded by mi l l ions of giant fire-flies. Huge 
trays , pots and basins and baskets moved in and out of the rows of 
ligh t ,  loaded wirh food . There were songs, sudden roars of 'Dao-o-o
o-o-o-o-o . . .  Bee-re-e-e-e-e-e-e-e . . .  ' as one or the other of the 
couple appeared in some part of the compound. Groups of women 
poured endlessly into the compound,  some of them preceded by 
their own drummers .  They had no sooner passed than another en
tered from a wholly d ifferent direction . Two or three would meet 
along the same path , there would be a medly of rhythms and 
melodies, then they would merge or simply separate again ,  retaining 
their own identit ies , fi lter through the crowds or dance upstairs to 
greet the newly arrived . From time to t ime a group would fal l  s i len t .  
Above the  sounds of  singing and shouting in other areas of  the 
compound would rise the voice of a priest , offering yet another 
prayer of thanksgiving for Beere 's safe return . I had never seen 
Daodu so proud, a big man already,  he was visibly bursting with 
satisfaction and pride at the occasion .  I warched him closely whenever 
I came close to h im;  i t  seemed to me that I was looking at a rare 
event-a grown man who was unabashedly happy. His barrel chest 
was, if anything , thrust further outwards than I had ever seen i t .  His 
shoulder appeared to have gained a few more inches, he rolled from 
side to side,  fi l l ing out the huge agaada which he had selected for the 
occasion . He remained mostly upstairs ,  but would often look out of 
different windows , h is eyes taking in everything ,  turning to give 
orders and po int in a particular direction .  I t  was clear that the 
Women ' s  Un ion had a rruly formidable ally in Daodu.  
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Towards midnight the crowd appeared to diminish ;  strol ling 
through the compound however, I found that what had happened 
was that the women had reduced their activit ies . They were seated or 
sleeping in every nook and corner, in every corridor, resolved to keep 
vigil till daybreak. I went to sleep sometime later but was soon woken 
up by a commotion at the gates. I heard shouts, and rush ing feet .  
When I leapt out of bed and rushed to a window, I found a man 
already there , swathed in a big dressing-gown . It was Daodu .  His 
eyes were trained on the crowd j ust outside the gate where the 
trouble was taking place . He called out. The crowd turned , then 
parted . In the middle , helpless in the grip of other women was a 
young woman , stark naked . Her captors began to lead her towards 
the bui lding,  heaping abuses and blows on her. On her head was a 
calabash of ebo. • In the fl ickering l ights I saw that it contained the 
body of a dog , cloven in two from head to tai l .  I t  was covered in a 
mess that could have been made up of blood , palm-o i l ,  ashes or some 
kind of powder. Around it were kola-nuts. some coins-mostly 
pennies and onini, • • cowrie shells and palm kernel husks. The 
woman 's body was already covered in weals where she had been 
beaten . But it was her face which held me riveted . There was an 
unearthly quality about it so that , just as her body d id not appear 
to take any notice of the blows, her face registered nothing of the 
pain .  It shone vividly in the l ight of the oi l - lamps but it registered 
nothing. Her luminous eyes stared straight before her except 
once, when a screaming woman moved directly in front of her and 
screamed: 

' Dahun! Tan i  ran e? ' • • • 
Then she stopped , turned her eyes on the woman and rested them on 
her, without expression , unti l  the procession moved on again towards 
us. 

When they were below the window, Daodu asked them again what 
the matter was, ordering them to stop further blows on the woman.  
He reminded them that Beere was fatigued after her journey and the 
strain of the welcome, and urged them to keep their  voices down . 
The male night guard provided details of what had happened . He 
had found the woman inside the compound, with the igba ebo • • • • 

' Sacrifice, a ritual offering. 
· · A coin ,  equivalent to a cent, no longer in  use. 
· · · A nswer! Who sent you? 
• • • · Calabash of sacrifice. 
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on her head. He had actually found her close to the house, not far 
from where he was then standing-he pointed out the place. When 
he challenged her, she fled , escaped through a gap in the fence and 
ran to the front  of the gate where she tried again to deposit the ebo. 
By this time his  shouts had aroused the other women and they helped 
him capture the intruder. That was a l l .  

Daodu turned to the women . 'Does anybody know her? ' 
The women looked at one another, at the captive. shook their 

heads. They muck their palms across each other, h issed , sighed and 
cursed. The mystery of her sudden material ization had disconcerted 
them . The path was broad , was more than effectively l i t .  There were 
people everywhere one stepped in the compound that night .  Yet this 
woman , stark naked, with a conspicuous igba ebo on her head had 
penetrated right up to the walls of the mansion where she. would have 
deposited her evil load but for the vigi lance of i:he n ight guard. No 
one knew her, and she would not speak. I noticed in fact that no 
further effort was being made to make her speak . It was as if, at some 
moment,  all the women knew for certain that the woman could not 
be made to speak . 

One woman said.  'Atupa Parlour must have sent her . '  
The suggestion became an  accepted fact even before the utterance 

was completed . Voices were raised in execration of this d iabolical plot 
to injure Beere through satanic means .  The Alake also came into i t  at 
some point but the general verdict was that Atupa Parlour had sent 
the woman . 

Daodu looked nonplussed. It was only four o 'clock in the morning 
and he had not quite solved what to do with the naked woman 
standing below h im .  I could see that there would be no more sleep 
for me that night, so I hoped that he would decide to hold court as he 
normally did with his school offenders. I tried to phrase the charges 
but they all fel l  short , incomplete. l had never known any case of a 
naked woman caught prowling in AGS with an igba ebo on her head . 
I wondered how Iku would handle her defence. 

Final ly Daodu ordered them to keep her under close guard unti l  
daybreak, then send for the pol ice. 

The women led her away to the lawn behind the kitchen. 
They formed a ring around her and made her stand, the calabash 
on her head , unti l  daybreak . Then they prodded her forward 
and led her through the streets, st i l l  naked, to the police station 
stngtng, 
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Arupa Parlour on ngb 'ebo ru 
Gbogbo oloye n ' tagbure· 

Obviously ,  before dawn they had also decided that the Egba chiefs 
had someth ing to do with the attempt . Even with the coming of 
dayl ight ,  the neutra l  expression on the woman 's face did not change. 

Explanations were numerous throughout the following day and for 
days afterwards.  The commonest appeared to be that the carrier had 
been bathed in a potion which rendered her invisible-it was for this 
reason thar she had to be naked . The potion must have been 
defective however, making its effect wear off before her mission was 
completed , hence her sudden appearance from nowhere at all in 
front of the walls of the mansion . What the ebo was meant w do.  no 
one could say , except that i t  was directed against Beere and was 
certainly not a friendly .  welcom ing gesture from whoever had sent it . 
On their way back from the pol ice station the women made a detour 
past Atupa Parlour's house at I kereku. They smashed more windows 
there and threw debris through the windows into her famous 
' parlour' . She herself was rumoured to have now taken permanent 
refuge at the A a fin .  

The meetings of the women , probably as a result o f  the attempt on 
Beere 's  health-or even her l ife-became galvanized by a new sense 
of urgency . Leaflets were printed almost every other day on one 
subject or the other. Wild Christian drafted some or. to be more 
accurate , she spoke her ideas aloud to Essay who then made notes . re
wrote everyth ing in his neat longhand , then pushed the sheets of 
paper towards her saying.  why don 't  you get the women to discuss 
that tomorrow? I had now settled ful ly into my role as Special 
Courier, moving swift ly between Igbein and A ke,  the shop .  Mama 
Aduni 's ,  Mama Igbore and Kemberi ,  settl ing down longest wherever 
there appeared to be some promise of action . The general meetings 
cont inued , the read ing and writ ing lessons had been resumed and I 
had begun to wonder if one of my pupils would not make a better 
wife than Mrs Odufuwa. She was younger. l ively and teased me 
incessantly .  She was also unmarried , which .  I had then discovered , 
was rarher important in the making of such dec isions. And she also 
had the habit of saying that she was eager to learn . so that she could 
speak grammar to me when we were married . Since I had not 

• Atupa Parlour is carrying round offerings 
All titled chiefs are selling vegetables. 
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mentioned the subject ro her, I fel t  that this was a point in her 
favour. responding without any prompting ro what was already going 
on in my mind. Unfortunately some of the others had also declared 
their intention ro marry their ' young teacher' . Wild Christian was 
constantly urged by them ro feed me properly so that I could grow up 
quicker and catch up with them and continue their lessons in a 
secure, matrimonial home .  They had a habit of gesturing in very 
secretive ways when they said this, so that the women around roared 
with laughter. They would look wise and knowing, including my 
favourite pupi l ,  in ways which my first wife-ro-be would never have 
permiued herself. It was at once embarrassing and intriguing,  I never 
quite knew what ro make of them and yet I guessed that they were 
referring ro the secret rites that went on between husband and wife. 
They had inexhaustible energy and appeared to be int imidated by no 
one, not even Beere, Wild Christian , or Daodu . In the 'classroom' 
however, they were t ransformed . When one of them became roo 
h igh-spirited, the others were quick ro reprove her, the favourite 
proving the most constant al ly .  I decided that we would get married 
after I became a doctor. 

The Group now held their own regular meetings aparr from the 
general one. At one such meeting it must have been decided that , 
just as an hour had been set aside for read ing. writing and arithmetic, 
another for health questions and so on , a period should also be set 
aside for the airing of tax problems. I arrived at my observation post 
one day to find the gathering engaged at one of these sessions. I t  
starred out l i ke any other, but culminated in the  first of  the women' s  
marches on the A a fin .  

Several women had spoken of  their experiences with the Tax of
ficers . The women's original resolution had been turned down , it 
seemed, or simply ignored. A t  every meeting a report was given 
about the course of the No More Taxation demand. It was hardly 
necessary; reality was manifested in their continuing harassment on 
the roads,  in the markets , in their peuy businesses. These were 
recounted in great detai l .  ro cries of indignation . New texts were 
drafted . New delegations were chosen.  The District Officer was 
bombarded with petitions , demands and threats. Mrs Kuri had 
travelled to Lagos countless times and roured the country ro gain 
support for the women 's  dema.nds. At some point ,  much later, we 
heard of the formation of the Nigerian Women's  Union . The 
movement of the onikaba, begun over cups of tea and sandwiches ro 
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resolve the problem of newly-weds who lacked the necessary social 
graces, was becoming popular and nation-wide. And i t  became all 
tangled up  in the move to put an end to the rule of white men in  the 
country. 

For suddenly there was Oge-e-e-e-ed ! • 

And there was Ze-e-e-e-e-ek! • • His oratory, we learnt ,  could move 
mountams . 

Some young ,  radical national ists were being gaoled for sedition ,  
and sedition had become equivalent to  demanding that the  whi te 
man leave us to rule ourselves. New names came more and more to 
the fore . 

A new grouping was preparing to visit England , just as Daodu and 
Beere had done. They would demand , not just h igher institutions for 
all the colonial countries, but an end to the white man's rule .  Their 
people were going round the whole country to collect money for this 
purpose. The Women 's Union threw i ts forces behind the efforts. 
Concerts were held. We surrendered our pocket monies, knowing 
somehow that even our h alf-penn ies mattered in the great cause. 
Oged , Zeek, Tony, Ibiam , Ojike-these were simply names, but in 
Abeokuta, everyone knew Beere and the Women ' s  Union . And both 
their onikaba and their aroso had said Yes to a certain movement 
with the longest-winded name any of us had ever heard-The 
National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons. We were anxious to 
speed them on their way . 

But the Women's Union sti l l  faced the Tax Problem . A t  the hour 
for the recital of experiences, an old woman got up to speak. She was 
so old that she had to be assisted up .  The meeting was her first, and 
she had dragged her feeble body to the assembly as a last hope for the 
menace now hanging over her head . 

' I  come from near Owu , '  she began , ' I  heard that some people 
here are doing someth ing about the suffering which the Tax people 
are putting on our heads. Perhaps you can help . '  

She began t o  rummage i n  the folds of her wrapper, at the end of 
which a knot was tied. Her fingers fumbled at the knot, obviously 
incapable of ful ly untying i t ,  so other hands rushed to help her. The 
knot was unravelled and a piece of paper was taken out .  

'There i t  is , '  she said .  ' that is the cause of the whole trouble. I have 
brought all the d isaster on my own head . . .  I wi l l  tell you .  I had a 

• Ogendrogbe Macaulay, nationalist leader. 
- ' Nnamdi Azikiwe, nationalist leader. 
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son .  my only son .  and he died about three years ago. He left thi rteen 
chi ldren do you hear? thirteen children from different wives . They 
are all young chi ldren . When the chi ldren were brought to me , I 
said ,  what am I to do with these chi ldren? I have no husband , and 
that was my only surviving son .  Even I now have to think of how to 
l ive. 

'Well ,  to cut a long story short , it happened that my son had a 
farm . that was where he derived his livelihood. So people said to me. 
l ya .  don ' t  just sit there and watch these chi ldren suffer. Go and take 
over the farm . Take with you those of the wives who are not afraid of 
hard work , get help from anywhere, cult ivate the farm and use i ts 
produce to educate the chi ldren . So I said .  wel l .  it is better to work 
than to beg. I went to the farm . We have just been managing to 
make a l iving from it, just a living . nothing more. Even the 
education of the children is stop and go . They can only go to school 
one at a ume. 

'Wel l ,  I thought that life was hard enough on me at my age. That 
was unti l  two weeks ago . The Tax people brought this paper, they say 
that, because I have a large farm . I am to get a special assessment. 
They say that I am Gbajumo· because I have a large farm , but they 
say nothing about the th irteen children and four women who depend 
on the farm for gan·. no. They say I am gbajumo with a large farm. 
So . that i s  the paper before you . Where am I supposed to get the 
money they have written on that paper? I want you to tell me where. 
Just tell me where the money is so I can go and look for it because I 
tell you . in the three years we have been taking our food from that 
farm . I have never seen that kind of money. Me, my 'wives ' . my 
children . none of us has ever seen that kind of money in our l ives . ' 

In the hush of the gathering.  the old woman was helped down on 
her seat. Among the Group who sat at their usual table facing the 
assembly.  there was no deliberation , just the piece of paper moving 
from hand to hand, then being laid on the table and smoothed flat 
slowly by Mrs Kut i ,  a frown on her face. The silence went on and on,  
mocking the spate of resolutions, delegations, consu ltations, the 
high-sounding organ izations in and around the existence of the 
gathering. Not unpredictably .  it  was Kemberi who erupted into the 
silence. She was suddenly up behind the table , pushing back her 
chair with her body.  Mrs Amelia Osimosu , known to the jun ior wives 

'Wdl-w-do. well-known. 

201  



of the Osimosu compound as Kemberi looked round the table ,  and 
forced her way out from behind it :  

' Enough ! We've heard enough . 0 ya. e nso I '  Ake! ' • 
The women rose in a body.  Hands flew to heads and off came the 

head-ties , unfurling in the air l ike hundreds of banners. The head
t ies flew downwards, turned into sashes and arced round the waists to 
be secured with a grim decisiveness. Kemberi lead ing the way , they 
poured out of the grammar school compound, fil led the streets and 
marched towards the palace at A ke.  

There is a publ ic  frontage at  the palace of the A lake; i t  consists of a 
broad field which is almost square in shape and runs the entire length 
of the palace. The field acts as a kind of buffer between the palace 
walls and the public street. Wild Christian's  shop was situated 
opposite the A ke end of this field,  on the other side of the street. The 
field was wel l -kept,  bordered by the usual white-washed stones and 
shaded by trees which stood at precise intervals along the perimeter 
of the field , and on either side of a broad drive from the arched gate 
to the palace building itself. Over the arch was the figure of an 
elephant in repose, the symbol of royalty of Egbaland.  

Bordering the field at right angles on the A ke end was a long , low 
structure of wood and clay .  It was broken at neat intervals by uneven 
archways which were sealed two-thi rds way up by wooden crosswork 
and topped by a low-slung corrugated iron roof. One side ran along 
the same public road as the palace field; the other, at right angles, 
simply vanished into a warren of mud houses and compounds. These 
two walls h id ,  from the streets, the corridors of the ogboni enclave. 
From the shop we saw them pass at al l hours of the day on their way 
to attend a meeting of chiefs at the Aafin or their own periodic 
sessions within the ogboni compound. Age appeared to be the 
condition for this numinous society ,  yet a number of them also 
strode by in crude , vigorous health ,  called out their greetings in 
robust voices, looking more l ike warriors than participants at  sessions 
of cunning, experience and wisdom . 

Each ogboni was invariably to be seen in a single broad cloth which 
he wore l ike a toga , one shoulder covered by the end loops. On the 
other shoulder, otherwise bare, was thrown the d istinctive shawl ,  a 
na'rrow piece of cloth of coarse weave , tassel led at the ends, with a 

• It ' s  time. Let us march on Ake. 
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mid-section of fluffed-out multi-coloured patterns. Some. especially 
the older ogboni wore a buba beneath the covering broad c loth .  
Some passed barefoot o r  bare-headed , some in  leather o r  woven 
slippers, in the casual headgear of a soft cloth-cap whose pouch fell  
over one ear. An  iron or brass staff of office was carried in the right 
hand or borne before them by a servant. The broad . c ircular stiff
leather fan appeared to belong to their formal attire , but the most 
d ist inctive feature of the Egba ogboni was the broad-rimmed hat , 
usual ly of stiffened leather, decorated with coloured leather or raffia 
strips, cloths or beads. The ogboni slid through Ake l i ke anc ient 
wraiths, s ilent . dark and wise . a tanned pouch of Egba h istory, of its 
mysteries, memories and insights, or thudded through on warriors' 
feet , defiant and raucous, broad and compact with unspoken 
violence. We were afraid of them . Among other furtive h ines and 
whispers we heard that they sent out ch i ld kidnappers whose haul was 
essential to some of their rites and ceremonies. Certainly they 
controlled the oro • cult whose bul l-roarer sene all women into the 
first available i ndoor refuge. It was unusual for the bul l - roarer to be 
heard in dayl ight, and without warning.  but it happened once when 
I was in the shop with Wild Christ ian . She quickly locked the shop 
doors on us unti l  the danger was past. Their weird chants drifted 
many evenings into the parsonage, punctuated by concerted thuds 
which , we learnt ,  was the sound of their staffs striking the clay floor 
as they c ircled round in their secret enclave . There was no formal 
teaching in such matters, but we came to know that in the ogboni 
reposed the real power of the king and land , not that power which 
seemed to be manifested in the prostration of men and women at the 
feet of the king.  but the real power. both supernatural and cabalist ic ,  
the intriguing , m idnight power which could make even the king 
wake up one morning and find that h is houseposts had been eaten 
through during h is sleep. We looked on them with a m ixture of fear 
and fascinat ion.  

To reach their own enclave however, the ogboni had to pass 
through the central elephant-topped archway . then turn left into the 
private path which led into their sector. The central driveway led 
directly i nto the palace complex,  through a passageway under the 
long,  two-storey bui ld ing which formed the outer l ine of the palace 
structures. This building housed the offices and council rooms of the 

'A secret male cult with rhe task of carrying out sentences. 
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Native Administration , presided over by the Alake . And at the inner 
wal l  of that building, emerging from the tunnel beneath i t  into a 
courtyard , the outer world stopped . 

This brief, low tunnel ,  roofed by the upper floor of the offices 
was a time capsu le which ejected us i nto an archine space fringed 
by the watchfu l ,  luminous eyeballs of petrified ancients and 
deities . For this was my first impression on emerging from the brief 
shadow of the tunnel into the sun l i t  courtyard. From the humane 
succession of bookshop , church , cenotaph, sewing academies, bicycle 
repair shacks, barbers' shops , petty trader stalls, the stone and con
crete bulk of the Centenary Hal l ,  stray goats and noisy hawkers, tree
l ined field and office buildings. we were thrust suddenly on this arc 
of silent watchers. mounted warriors-single and clustered , kneel ing 
priestesses , sacrificial scenes , royal processions. Knowledge of the 
names came later-the eyes of !fa ,  Sango , divination priests, Ogun ,  
Obatala ,  Erinle ,  Osanyin iron staffs with their rings of  mounted 
divination birds . . .  even the ogboni in procession , frozen in  
motion .  They surrounded the courtyard on a low wall which formed 
the half-circle of the courtyard and was shielded by an outjuuing roof 
held up in turn by houseposts, elaborately carved in human and 
animal figures. The low wal l  was only the outer l ine of a curved 
passageway whose inner wall housed grottoes fil led with more carved 
denizens of the ancestral world . Passageways opened into i t  from 
various in teriors of the palace, radially, and these were again filled 
with intervals of votive presences, progressively shadowy as the 
passages receded . 

One of these passages, to the left , facing inwards from the tunnel . 
was broader than others .  I t  rose on wider, staggered planes and 
vanished into a p i l lared space over which rose an independent uni t  
with a wooden fretwork verandah which overlooked the main 
courtyard-these were the l iving quarters of the Alake. At  h is hour of 
public audience the crowd gathered in the courtyard below. When 
the Alake appeared up in  the verandah , men prostrated themselves 
flat on the ground and the women would yinrinka, a motion which 
involved gett ing on their knees with their e lbows on the ground,  
then t i l ting unt i l  they touched the ground with one side , then the 
other before returning to their half-crouch position .  The petit ioners· 
or complainants were then cal led upon in turn by one of the Alake's 
clerks or chiefs ,  judgements were awarded , advice given , settlements 
and arbitrat ions recommended or instituted on the spot .  
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I had wi tnessed the scene several t imes. We were first taken to visit 
the Alake. Tinu and I. one day after church.  I had hardly begun 
school then , and the lasting impression was one of a cemetery with no 
headstones, no marbles and whitewashed graves, only wooden 
figures which did not quite conform to the usual shapes of angels and 
cherubs such as fi lled the graveyard beside the church .  But there had 
also been the famil iar surrounding of the Alake ' s  private garden 
which was nearly as luxuriant as Essay's ,  but boasted a number of 
plants that I had not seen before . Most memorable of all however was 
his aquarium ,  the first I had encountered . It was at the bottom of a 
series of flagstones, in a kind of indoor courtyard , and contained 
both grey and coloured fishes. One of them , we were warned , would 
give an unpleasant sensation if touched . At the first opportun ity I 
sl ipped out from the parlour and went and touched i t ,  nearly fal l ing 
in .  The sensation was a frightening one; I had no choice but to keep 
it to myself for fear that I would never be allowed inside the palace 
again .  The Alake made much of the Headmaster's family .  largely on 
account of our mother, of whom he was very fond. During later 
visits , he held Tinu and me by either hand , pestered us with 
questions and referred to us as h is ' yekan ' .  When I asked mother 
what ' yekan' meant ,  I was most unprepared for the news that it 
meant that we were his relations. The world of the parsonage and the 
Aafin were so far apart , I could not see how the two could be l inked 
in any way. The king. in spite of his periodic appearances in church 
where he had his own pew, was compelled by h is position to fol low 
the on·sa. Becoming a king was to ' je oba' . and this, we informally  
gathered , was to  be taken l iteral ly.  When the  old king died , his heart 
and liver were removed and the new king was required to eat them . 
Noth ing upset me more than to learn , so casually .  that the man who 
had taken me on his lap and claimed I was his yekan had actual ly 
eaten human flesh , even for the sake of kingsh ip .  For some time after 
this I would watch the A lake on our visits, wondering if I could 
detect the stain of human blood on his l ips. and doubly puzzled to 
find there nothing but a warm . crinkly smile. I never fourid the 
courage to ask him directly; i t  seemed to be one of those very few 
things in the world which one dared not ask about , I could not find 
the courage to do it! 

I knew the hour of the A lake's  audience and sometimes when we 
were two at the shop, I risked going over to watch the various 
petitioners. Once he saw me and beckoned to me at the end of the 
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audience . Afraid that he perhaps wanted to send a message to Wild 
Christ ian . rhus exposing my presence there .  I fled . After that I went 
very rarely .  taking great care not to be detected . The cases were 
varied . and many of them were fi l led with comic drama. Some had 
nothing of the humorous about them . except for the retainers or 
some attendant chiefs who seemed to quarry bel ly- laughs out of any 
situation . It was at these sessions also that I found.  for the first t ime, 
that one of those passages which led away from the arced corridor was 
l ined with detention cells . I had seen 'native' police around rhe 
mouth of this passage but assumed that they were merely part of the 
palace guard .  At one of these sessions however, a door in the passage 
was un locked and a group of offenders-men and women-were led 
out by the policemen. They were flung down in the dust of the court
yard below the Alake whose thin . plain tive voice then floated down 
from the balcony asking them . 

'Why is it you people always have to be made to pay your tax? '  

I t  was th i s  scene that  came most clearly to mind as  I turned aside half 
a mile before the CMS bookshop to take a short cut which took me to 
the rear of St Peter's parsonage , through the cemetery , then through 
the school compound,  through BishopsCourt . emerging by the 
nearer gate opposite Pa Solotan ' s  house .  then round the back of the 
church to Wild Christian 's  shop .  stopping to pass the news to Bunmi 
who was on duty at the time. I secured myself a good observation 
position a ful l  five minutes before the advance-guard of the women 
crowd burst on the palace and into the courtyard to demand an 
immediate audience with their ' Baba' . The ak.oda at the tunnel 
entrance began by confronting them with an attitude of extreme 
haughtiness. 

'Who are you?  Who sent you ? What do you mean ? Have you ever 
known Kabiyesi grant audience at this hour? Go back and warn those 
noisy people coming beh ind you that . . .  ' 

When the ' noisy people' swarmed through the gates and spil led 
into the fore field of the palace, fi l l ing i t  completely ,  the rest of the 
akodas' questions and commands stuck in h is throat. He goggled and 
began to walk  backwards into the palace, to be replaced by a hurrying 
squad of junior chiefs. I recognized them as the retainers, some of 
them with some minor palace titles, who usually lounged on mats in 
the courtyard before the passage that led to the Alake 's  quarters. 
Some of them I had also seen as functioneers during the king' s  
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audiences, selecting the next peuuoner to be heard and running 
errands l ike clerks of a court . Their urgent miss:on seemed to be to 
persuade the advance-guard to keep the women from entering the 
main courtyard of the palace. The women replied that the crowd 
would remain peacefully in the field as long as Kabiyesi emerged to 
receive the delegation of women who were then on their way . The 
chiefs thanked them , returned to del iver their message to the king. 

Not long after, the formal leaders arrived-Mama lgbore who 
astonished me by keeping pace with the others to arrive so quickly, 
Wild Christian , Mama Adun i ,  two or three other women and of 
course-Kemberi . When the Alake appeared , they curtsied , going 
down on their knees, but no more . The Alake had obviously resolved 
to· receive the emissaries courteously. He spoke to them with urbane 
fatherl iness, his high-pitched voice coated with a persuasive concern , 
addressed them as his own daughters , friends or relations, inviting 
them to share their civic concerns. 

' Ah-ah , Moroun , yekan mi . . .  And Mrs Owodunni . . .  I see 
lgbore is here too , not to mention the clergy . . .  wel l ,  the matter 
must be heavy. But even the very composit ion of you here, who in  
effect make up the  c i ty ,  assures me that there is nothing we cannot 
solve. Noth ing can be beyond solution with the group I see before 
me, so let's get to i t .  What is the matter in our beloved Egbaland ? '  

Kemberi knelt again ,  greeting him , ' Kabiyesi o ,  Kabiyesi ' ,  shifted 
from one knee to the other, then stood up .  'Kabiyesi , the message 
which I bring you today, is the message of all the women who have 
left their stal ls, their homes and chi ldren,  their farms an� petty 
affairs to come and visit you today . They are the suffering crowd who 
are gathered on your front lawn-you can see them yourself Kabiyesi , 
they are all the womanhood of Egba, and they have come to say
Enough is Enough .  The voice with which I speak is the voice of our 
Beere, Mrs Kut i .  The words which you hear from me are the words of 
Mrs Kuti .  She asked me to tell you ,  on behalf of those women you see 
outside, that the women of Egba have had enough .  They are starv
ing, their chi ldren are starving, they are diseased , they have no hope 
of education or a better future ,  and yet thei r mothers have more and 
more burdens placed on them . Now the women are saying , Enough. 

'Once upon a time Kabiyes i ,  the parakoyi in the markets formed 
an honoured , revered institut ion . They kept the peace, their presence 
gave us a sense of security, even a sense of being in our own homes 
during the long hours of keeping market .  What we gave , we gave 
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g ladly. We set ourselves a toll which we contributed to keep them fed 
and clothed . Now, in these past years , they have grown beyond the 
level of greed . They dip their hands in our gan·. in our elubo, our 
salt , vegetables , in our corn and oi l , right up to the elbow and do it as 
of right. They say they are empowered to do this by the chiefs . by the 
council or whatever comes into their minds. It doesn ' t  matter where 
they get this new power, we say Enough is Enough .  We don ' t  want 
them in the markets any more. We want them moved out . They 
bring akoda and police to arrest our women , lock them up and even 
flog them . We don ' t  want to see them in the markets any more.  

' And then . after the parakoyi have fi l led their  fat bell ies, in return 
for which they do noth ing.  the Tax people waylay our women on the 
roads, raid them in the markets, in their homes, carry them off
even nursing mothers-to lock-ups unt i l  they pay their tax. Mrs Kuti 
says I am to tell you that we have written petitions. held meetings, 
protested everywhere about the injustice of many of these assess
ments which are used to oppress our women . She says we have told 
the council to keep their officers in check, to look into this matter of 
demanding tax where the breadwinner has nothing with which to 
feed the family. Now, the matter has reached gongo . Special o, 
ordinary o, levy o, or po ll o, our Beere says I am to tell you-no 
more .  The women of Egba say, NO MORE TAX .  Of any kind ! 
Simply-NO MORE TAX.  Beginning from today , we reject all forms 
of taxat ion ! ' 

Her voice had risen at this point ,  carrying to the nearer women i n  
the field .  Immediately they took u p  her cry which gathered volume 
and rolled through the field , fi l l ing all of Ake with that one cry: 

'No more tax! We women say-No More Taxation ! '  
The A lake waited for a lul l ,  s itt ing thoughtful ly.  weighing the 

problem in rapt concentration as if i t  was the first t ime he had en
countered it .  Finally he spoke: 

' En!: , i t  is a matter you have put very capably, A melia-I thank 
you very much , I thank all of you and I thank Mrs Kuti who is not 
here . '  

' She herself is on  the way' Kemberi assured h im.  
' Is she ? '  And I thought the Alake looked momentari ly worried but 

recovered quickly. ' A h  wel l ,  then we wil l  have even more heads to 
put together over the issue. But right  now, let me ask you women
do you th ink it can be done? Taxation is as old as human society, can 
one simply do away with it just l ike that ? '  
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Wild Christian replied h im.  ' Kabiyesi . over this matter. I wish to 
implore you to reflect very careful ly .  Very carefully.  The women are 
saying . No more Tax. It is no time to stan asking whether taxation 
began with our forefathers or not . Our women today. those women 
whom we meet everyday. they are the ones we are talking about .  
They cannot afford the tax . '  

'That may be true' the Alake repl ied . ' I  am not saying that I am 
not in sympathy with their plight . But my quest ion still remains
can i t  be done? Is it really possible to have a society today where 
women will not pay tax? In any case. this is not a decision which I can 
take. It is not the Alake who imposes taxat ion . it is a council of 
government. The matter has to be laid before them . And what I am 
asking all of you is-do you really see a body which must run a 
community, using not sand but money-do you really think it can be 
done, abol ishing tax just l ike that ? '  

Kem beri burst in ,  shaking her head vigorously. 'Ngh-ngh . 
Kabiyesi . ngh-ngh.  We have come to you as our Baba , as the one we 
know. We do not know any council of government other than you .  
You are the  government and the  government i s  you .  I t  i s  you we have 
come to talk to, not to any chiefs or counci l .  It is you who must 
reflect on this matter very careful ly.  As Aya Headmaster has said ,  
reflect very careful ly . ' 

' I  wi l l .  I will ' ,  Alake assured her. 'But I have to summon a counci l  
meeting. I have already done so. I have even sent for the aje/e be
cause you see, that is al l  pan of what I am saying-this mat ter extends 
beyond the palace . it is not a thing we can do alone. A nd it cannot be 
done overnight .  So. give us t ime. Tel l your people, ) have promised to 
look into it. The council will meet, and we will consider everything . '  

He sighed then turned , somewhat wistfully I thought ,  i n  the 
direction of Wild Christ ian. 'Moroun . '  he said.  ' let me ask you 
something. You are the wife of a teacher, the Headmaster of a 
school . He is in charge of the school . he supervises activities, he 
decides policies and so on . Now imagine a situation which calls for a 
decision which will profoundly affect the normal direction of the 
school .  I mean , not just a question of changing the style of march ing 
or of holding the morn ing assembly or even whether to declare a 
school hol iday or not . I am speaking of something which goes to the 
root of admin istering the school-increasing or decreasing school 
fees. chang ing the education curriculum-th ings l ike that . I want to 
ask you.  can the Headmaster do it alone? '  
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My mother replied, ' No ,  Kabiyes i . He would call a meeting of h is 
staff. ' 

The Alake nodded careful ly .  'We are all in agreemem so far. Now 
comes the more difficul£ one. Suppose , at the meeting, whatever 
measure is proposed by the Headmaster is opposed by all h is staff. 
This is something he believ�s in very much , something he sees as 
necessary , perhaps a demand by the pupils' parents which he believes 
in wholehearted ly. The meeting goes on all  day, cominues i mo the 
next , goes on for a whole week . He argues his poims carefully,  he 
tries ro win them over but they won ' t  agree. Nothing he says can 
make them change their minds. True, he is the boss, but he is only 
Jne. He has done his best, his conscience is satisfied . Wel l ,  what 
should a wise man do at that poim? '  

Wild Christian kept her eyes on the  ground and shook her head 
sad ly. ' Kabiyesi , '  she said, ' th is question you have asked me is one 
which should really have been put to agba-igba, • not to a child , 
which is what we are before you . '  

' But I asked it as a question between husband and wife , '  the Alake 
said .  

'Wel l , '  said Wild Christ ian , ' i n  that case , and since you have 
spoken of satisfying one 's  conscience, I would say to him , if you 
cannot fol low your conscience , then the job is not worth clinging to . 
That is what I would say tO the Headmaster. ' 

A l l  the women in the Group nodded , gravely .  The A lake stared 
ahead in the absolute stillness of the courtyard . A n  endless momem 
elapsed and then he sighed , rose and emered the house. 

The end of the audience was separately signalled from the outside 
by the arrival of Beere which let off the familiar cry ' Bee-e-e-e-e-e-e
re' from the muhirude on the fields. She was hemmed in on all sides 
and , for a while, passage into the main courtyard was impossible. As 
if to compl icate matters the District Officer arrived , accompanied by 
policemen who vainly tried to clear a path for h im.  The women at the 
outer fringe, that is ,  near the arched gate recognized him and , in a 
good-natured way ,  began to tease h im .  In fact ,  their attitude was 
extremely friendly.  as if they felt  that , with his arrival , the sinister 
operations of the A lake 's  oppressive agems would be fully exposed . 
The young Englishman however grew redder and redder in the face ,  
recognizing that he  was being made fun of  and  reseming this slight 

·A well-seasoned elder. 
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to h is authority. He ordered the policemen to clear a way forcibly 
through the crowd, which they did easily because the women co
operated . But then he came to where Mrs Kuti was, surrounded with 
anxious women who p l ied her with questions. 

Those women around M rs Kuti were not as patient as the earl ier 
ones. They remained stol idly where they were, evidently expecting 
the District Officer's group to do the same. When the pol icemen 
tried to ex en pressure on them in order to clear the way, they turned 
angry, let up a continuous shout of derision at the officer. His face 
and neck now approaching the colour of camwood , he ran the 
gauntlet of insults until he gained-and only through Beere 's  in
tervention-access to the palace courtyard . I t  was, I fel t  certain ,  this 
l ingering sense of humil iation which made him , once he had gained 
the security of the palace, mount the balcony of the offices which 
overlooked the field and shout to Mrs Kut i :  

' Look here Mrs Kut i ,  we are trying to  hold a serious meet ing here . 
Wil l  you kindly keep your women in order. ' 

Mrs Kuti replied , 'So are we , holding a serious meeting. Or do you 
think we are here to play? '  

Further infuriated, the  man shouted , 'Wel l ,  te l l  them to shut  up ! ' 
There was a pause. Mrs Kuti b l inked through her glasses upward at 

the man , then inquired , 'Excuse me, were you talking ro me? '  
'Yes of course I am . SHUT UP YOUR WOMEN! ' 
In the sudden silence which fel l  over the shocked women , Mrs Kut i  

made the response which flew round A beokuta for weeks afterwards, 
as the 'grammar' which hammered the i l l -starred District Officer in to 
submission .  It was referred to sometimes as the grammatical TKO of 
the entire uprising , sometimes the episode was simply described as 
one in which Mrs Kuri ' fi grammar re ! 'epa' or 'o gba n ' stud ' , 'o gbe 
fun '  and a number of other variations. It was unden iable that the 
District Officer was rendered speechless by Mrs Kuti ' s  angry riposte 
which rang through the hush : 

'You may have been born , you were not bred . Could you speak to 
your mother l ike that ? '  

The District Officer's open-mouthed retreat was accompanied b y  a 
wel l ing of the women 's angry murmur. There were shouts on the 
A lake ro get rid of the insolent whi te man at once, within m inutes. If  
he was not out, they would come in ,  cut off his genitals and post 
them to h is mother. Chiefs appeared on the same balcony, were 
hooted away with only one demand-that white man was to leave the 
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precincts of the palace immediately as his very presence was an 
abomination not merely to the women but to the palace which 
belonged to the people of Egbaland . The mood was now violent ,  the 
Group was lost amidst the m ultirude, vainly attempting to placate 
the women . 

What would have happened next, was impossible to predict . I had 
retreated to the edge of the field but remained close to the office 
blocks, fearful now of being trampled to death .  I passed M rs Kuti 
once in the crush and saw her smile for the first time that day saying, 

' Hm ,  l 'oogun ,  o ti ya de' bi . '  • 
She asked me where my mother was, l ittle realizing that she and 
Mama Aduni had been within arms length of her during the ex
change, before the surge of the crowd prised them apan again .  

The tension was not immediately relieved, but its focus was shifted 
away-fortunately for the white man-by the arrival of one of the 
ologboni. They had been arriving in ones and twos to confer with the 
A lake on the crisis and their passage had been quite uneventfu l .  Now 
came the Balogun of one of the Egba districts, an arrogant ,  puffed
up individual , or perhaps i t  was simply that he  felt it his duty to act 
in accordance with h is t it le ,  which was that of a war-leader, in face of 
this civil disturbance . Undaunted by the sheer mass and mood of the 
gathering,  indeed, probably provoked by it ,  he decided to assert his 
manhood authority , hissing as he strutted through the rear section of 
the crowd, accompanied by his retainers. In a voice as burly as his 
figure he h issed : 

' Hm-hm-hm, pshee-aw! The world is spoi l t ,  the world is coming 
to an end when these women , these agb 'eyin-to ,  • • can lay siege to the 
palace and disturb the peace . '  And he raised his voice further , 'Go 
on,  go home and mind your kitchens and feed your children . What 
do you know about the running of state affairs? Not pay tax indeed ! 
What you need is a good kick on your idle rumps . '  

What happened next constituted the second high point o f  the 
uprising on that day. After that, no one could doubt the collective 
psychic force of the women and, specifical ly,  of the Beere . She was 
now rumoured to exert supernatural powers-to which indeed was 
already credited the exposure of that carrier whose invisibility had 
worn off as she was about to set down the evil load at Beere's  
doorstep .  For something happened to the Balogun ' s  thigh as he 

• Hm. man of strife, here already? 
· 'Who urinate from the rear. 
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suited action to h is threat and del ivered a kick in the general 
direction of the women . As he set that leg down , it simply gave way 
under him and he col lapsed. Embarrassed . he very quickly scrambled 
up,  only to half-col lapse again as he attempted to set his weight on i t .  
He had come with about s ix  retainers-perhaps i t  was th is also which 
gave h im so much daring-and they now rushed about him in a 
practised way and bore h im off. It happened very qu ickly and 
smooth ly, l i ke a famil iar exercise, reminding me of the accounts of 
civil war in  Yorubaland when the war-leader's attendants would rush 
to rescue h im . when wounded , even in the face of fire. The women 
were of course also spel lbound-momentari ly at least-by his 
collapse. In fact ,  those nearest to him had shrunk back ,  not knowing 
the nature of h is sudden seizure. By the time they had recovered, the 
Balogun had been swept away, leaving his brother ogboni in trouble. 

For from then on, any figure in an attire which remotely resembled 
an ogboni was set upon. His shawl was snatched , shredded , h is 
wrapping cloth was stripped off him-fan, office staff. cap all had 
long disappeared . The ogboni were flogged with their shawls, fans,  
and were left only with their undershorts when finally let through a 
gauntlet of abuse into the palace or back in the direction of their 
homes. 

And then I heard the ult imate chal lenge of the women ,  for this 
was nor just a ral ly ing-song, even an ordinary war-song,  but the 
appropriation of the man-exclusive cult-oro-by women in a dare 
to all men , ogboni or not . I could not be sure whether the women 
would regard me as a 'man ' ,  or that , if they did , they would at least 
recal l  their ' young teacher' , courier extraordinary . scout  and general 
facto1um . When I saw stocky, middle-aged and elderly, grizzled 
men, the fearsome ogboni, abandoning their hats, shawls, staffs of 
office and run on the wind faster than I ever saw Osiki perform , and 
beheld even the non-ogboni men skirting the palace environs, 
moving deeper into their shops. and finally picked out the wording 
of their  new chant: 

Oro o ,  a fe s 'oro 
Oro o, a fe s 'oro 
E t i ' lekun mo' kunrin 
A fe s'oro ·  

· 6ro-o,  we are about to perform oro 
Lock up all the men, we are bringing out oro. 
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I decided co move closer to the sanctuary of Wild Christ ian ' s  shop 
without further delay! 

I found her already there , issu ing instructions about closing up the 
shop.  She looked worried , very worried . S ince the beginning of the 
women ' s  movement I had never seen her so downcast . Only then did 
I make an incredible discovery-Wild Christian deeply abhorred 
violence! It was an astounding revelation . Her entire temperament ,  
her violent outbursts o n  our hapless heads had led m e  to assume that 
she would be in  the m idst of the tumul t-which I had myself very 
reluctantly abandoned , and only for fear of my own safety. Indeed I 
had expected her to return home with trophies gathered from the 
comic apparit ions of those deflated terror figures. She mentioned 
then that she had been looking for me in order to send me to Bunmi 
to lock up the shop and ,  speaking more to herself than to me,  
remarked that the situation had got out of hand, the women no 
longer distinguished between the Balogun type, and those other 
ogboni who had actually given them help .  had encouraged their 
fight against taxation and were going to the palace to speak on their 
behalf. But it wasn ' t  just those friendly ones she was concerned 
with , the entire scene of violence sickened her. 

Even as she supervised the packing up of the wares which were laid 
out in front of the shop , a late ogboni, completely unaware of what 
was going on , marched confidently past the shop towards the Aafin .  
Wi ld  Christian stared at  h im,  unbelieving, for some moments, then 
cried out : 

' Baba! Baba, where are you going? '  _ 
The leader stopped , assured h imself that he was the one spoken to 

and announced , 'To the Aafin .  We have been summoned to sort out 
some trouble there-yes, I can even hear it from here . '  

' Baba, get back quickly. I f  they catch sight of you . . .  ' 

Something in the renewed noise from the palace gate made me 
real ize that the women there had seen the old man . Wild Christian 
heard i t  too . She rushed out and dragged h im into the shop,  shut one 
half of the door on h im and said , ' Quickly Baba. Remove your robes, 
remove all your ogboni gear . '  

The urgency in  her voice only made him more confused . ' Enh?  
Enh?  Ewo lo  tun  de  y i ?  Enh ? '  • 

She reached behind the door, snatched off h is shawl and hat and 

·What new development is this? 
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threw them beh ind the coumer. ' Baba. kia-kia. your wrapper-take 
it off. Throw it behind with the resL Leave only your shons . '  

The women arrived momems later. about twemy o f  them . There 
was only one direction in which the ogboni they had seen so clearly 
could have disappeared and this was Wild Christ ian 's  shop.  They 
gathered in from while we cominued pack ing up goods from the 
display mats and trestles. Wild Christ ian did nm anempt w deny 
that the man was in the shop.  

' If i t  is that o ld man you are looking for. he i s  inside changing. He 
is not an ogboni. ' 

There was a chorus of disapproval . ' A  h .  Mama Wole . how can you 
tell us that when we saw him with our own eyes . '  

'Wel l .  when you saw h im .  h e  was. but now he i s  changing. I 've 
wid h im w take his ogboni th ings off because the ogboni are no 
longer wamed here wday. What more do you wam ? '  

'They are sti l l  enemies . '  imerjected one o f  the women, ' i n  o r  out 
of their si l ly shawls they are our enemies. Are they not the ones who 
have been taxing us? Mama, let ' s  apportion th is one his own seniz 
before we let him go . '  

The rest raised shouts of support . Another added . 'Today i s  the 
day of reckoning for all of them , Mama.  bring h im out . '  

And yet another voice, 'We are the agb 'eyin-to .  not so? They 
forget that they were all born by these same agb 'eyin-to. Including 
the very oldest among them! Wel l .  let their mothers teach them 
someth ing today . '  

Wild Christian burst out laugh ing. ' Is that all that is paining you?  
Because one stupid ogboni called us  agb 'eyin-to !  Listen.  d id  we  come 
here for that or for weightier matters? The man who insulted you has 
been carried home. half-paralysed-that is heaven's justice for you .  I 
don ' t  know this man . one of you can go inside and ask h im .  At the 
most I know only two or three of the ogboni, so don ' t  think I am 
protecting him because he is my ibatan . • But I do not l ike trouble, I 
don ' t  l ike all this violence. I t  is not what we set out w do. ' 

They looked a l itt le moll ified . in any case, their in itial ardour had 
cooled somewhat . Sti l l  one of them demanded, ' Let h im take off all 
his paraphernal ia .  We don ' t  wam w see any of it on the streets of 
Abeokuta today or tomorrow, even forever. · 

Wild Christ ian pushed in her head . ' Baba, fold all your attire 

' Rda1ion. 
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neatly and tie it up in this cloth and go home . '  
The man sighed , ' A h ,  I ' m  i n  no hurry . I wi l l  stay here unt i l  a l l  is 

quiet , then go home exactly as you say . '  
Wild Christ ian turned t o  his pursuers . 'You see . what more d o  you 

want ?  The Baba is st i l l  suspicious of you .  Go on . I ' l l see h im off 
when you have gone . '  

Sti l l  they insisted , ' We want t o  see his face. There are a number of 
them for whom we are specially on the lookout.  Let 's see his face and 
make sure he is not one of them . '  

So the old man had to show his face,  introduce himself, and 
swear that he had never done a thing against women, was going to 
cast his voice on the side of the abol i t ion of tax and the women could 
count  on h im on any measures they wanted . As for the parakoyi he 
had told Kabiyesi t imes without number that they were leeches and 
parasites-and this was no hearsay, he had gone by the evidence of 
his own wife who was a market trader l ike most of those he was then 
talking to . . .  

They left at last , the old man prostrated himself repeated ly ,  
thanked and blessed Wild Christ ian profusely .  He sped off in  his 
shorts, bundle in  hand , leaving h is  staff behind. He would fetch i t  
the fol lowing day , he said .  

Calm began t o  descend a s  i t  neared dusk. A t  some point ,  a 
decision had been taken that the women would lay siege t6 the palace 
unt i l  all their demands were granted. The calm was hastened by what 
seemed an orchestrated movement from all roads and byways which 
led towards the palace. Th is movement contrasted deeply with the 
earl ier violence and chaos , yet did not appear to be a separate event;  
one thing s imply flowed into another, affected what i t  replaced and 
gave b irth to a new mood , a new atmosphere of communion and 
cohesion .  

They came from the  d i rection of  Iporo ,  I berekodo, lbara, Lantoro 
and Ada tan , from other byways with in  the heart of the c i ty itself. 
The l ines of humanity curled through h idden agbole to swel l the 
other throngs on a final approach along the road that led to the gates 
of the palace . They were l ike the caravans from !sara, laden with 
stocks and foods, only there were streams and streams of them . From 
about an hour before sunset , as if they had been signal led in ,  
processions of  women brought food and greetings from outlying 
v i l lages, market women arrived , having closed their stalls for the day, 
hastening to partake of the events at the palace. The cries of welcome 
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began to overcome those of outrage and pursu i t .  The newcomers 
recogni zed faces , reported their arrival to the leaders who, by these 
means, now began to regain control of their fol lowership .  Mats 
arrived on the heads of the women. There began a transformation , 
not only of the physical terrain .  but of the shapes and motions of the 
gathering. Fires were l i t ;  for the first t ime, water and food were 
thought upon . The younger women were rounded up and assigned 
to different chores. 

Eveni ng had settled on the field when , as if  to further enhance and 
consolidate this new mood , word came that a woman was in labour. 
Wild Christ ian,  who had by now dispatched Bunmi home with the 
shop basket and returned to the field , hastened there with her 
l ieutenant ,  Mama Adunn i .  They examined the woman and decided 
that she must be rushed to hospital . I t  was too late. The excitement 
of the previous hours, the rush . the noise, the shoving and pushing,  
had been too much for the baby which ,  no one was at  al l surprised to 
learn , was a gir l .  It was nearly my first chance to watch a l ive birth 
but ,  after being ignored in  the panic and exci tement Mrs Kut i ,  who 
was hurrying in after news had reached her, saw me standi ng placidly 
among the ring of women and chased me off. St i l l , I watched them 
bury the after-birth  under one of the trees on the lawn . Nothing 
could have happened of such a profound propitiousness as the birth 
of the child-and a female! The mood , which had already subsided 
into one of quiescent in-gathering now became radiant with joy. The 
baby was c leaned , the umbi l ical cord tied-I was al lowed to see none 
of this but the running commentaries, instructions , advices were 
more than enough vivid transmission-and finally, both the mother 
and child were taken to the Catholic Hospital a hundred yards 
away-Oke Padi . 

And yet more and more caravans arrived . As yet another group was 
welcomed , Mama Igbore shook her head and said ,  

' I t  is as  if  the  heavens themselves have opened up, as  if the 
graveyards have opened and all the dead and forgotten peoples of 
other worlds are pouring to join us here . '  

From a swift ly shifting point i n  the various groupings .  a voice 
would rise in song, but now it was all rapture and plain festivity. The 
outwardly rel igious songs-inspired by the on'sa, by Al lah or 
Christ-were begun by the adherents of the particular rel ig ion but 
were taken up by everyone i rrespective of their leanings and chanted 
into the night. 
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La-illah-il-allah 
Anobi gb'owo o wa 
On' ise nla gb'owo o wa 
Anobi gb'owo wa 
A te' le ni rna ya gb'owo o wa 
Anobi gb' owo o wa• 

·La-illah-il-a:llah 
Lord , take our hands 
Doer of great deeds, take our hands 
He who follows without deserting, take our hands 
Lord, take our hands. 
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XV 

The women now dug in for a long siege. Shock squads roamed the 
city, mobi l izing al l  womanhood . Markets and women's shops were 
ordered closed . Those who defied the order had their goods con
fiscated and sent to the field before the palace. Even before the con
cession was formal ized , the parakoyi had vanished from the markets , 
the tardiest only catching a glimpse of the approaching mil itants 
before abandoning their positions and seek ing other predatory 
grounds. The men became more fully involved , at least ,  they became 
more openly i nvolved. At every step,  they had shouted their en
couragement of the women's actions and even in some cases, driven 
their hesi tant wives from the home, angry that such wives did not 
know that the cause concerned them also, and that i ts victory would 
bring them much-needed relief. One physical ly dragged his wife to 
the palace one morn ing,  gave her money to spend on food and 
assured her that he would look after the children until the strife was 
over. There were also many women there with their young who 
camped out in the open with them and shared the hardsh ip .  But the 
movement of laden l ines towards the Aafin now included men . They 
stopped by on the way from their farms; many had even journeyed to 
the farm to bring the women yams ,  fruits ,  palm wine . A hunter or  
two stopped to drop the day 's  catch of  bush meat and share jokes with 
the women . 

Beere and The Group negotiated with the new District Officer, the 
former having been recalled. They held meetings with the Alake's 
Council ,  most of which ended in deadlocks. At the end of each meet
ing they reponed back to the assembly who responded with songs 
and dances of defiance. 

Reinforcements of armed police had been sent from Lagos the 
morn ing after the in itial riots. They stayed away from the palace but 
within sight ,  camped in the Centenary Hall and dril led osten
tatiously on its grounds. A group of young women moved on to the 
road next to the drill grounds and mi micked their actions in com ic 
formations .  Crowds gathered and turned the police ' showing the 
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flag ' exercises into a farce. The dri l l -major sweated in the morn in� 
sun .  striving in vain to retain  some dignity and cower the women 
with his authori ty. He gave up final ly .  gave the order and the police 
dispersed and retreated to the other side of the hal l .  keeping only an 
observation post on the steps of the hall to monitor the activit ies of 
the women . 

And yet another shock squad had moved to Ikereku . to the two
storey building of Atupa Parlour. They sacked it completely. having 
first put to fl ight the half-dozen pol icemen who were posted there on 
guard . Fortunately Atupa had not returned to the house since the 
episode of the ebo . They returned to the camp waving a few under
wear looted from her house and singing with coarse relish yet another 
song: 

Obo Atupa lo d ' i ja s ' i le  
A lake oloko ese. • 

Obviously .  some time since the first courteous exchanges. the women 
had cast the A lake ful ly in the role of the arch-vi l lain ; there was to be 
no more diplomacy. When the raiding team arrived . they were 
joined by the massed camp who mi lled round the trophies borne 
aloft on poles . laughing and slapping palms, punctuating the song 
with obscene gestures . I tried to picture their prisoner. the Alake. 
sealed up with his aquarium and electric fish . unable to stop the 
sound of this and other derogawry songs which the women had made 
up about h im and saw a frightened . lonely man . I could not imagine 
h im eating the heart or l iver of anyone and failed to understand why 
he refused to take the simple course of graming every single request 
of the women . I concluded somehow that he was perhaps as much 
the slave of the District Officer-if not the presem one. at least of the 
earl ier. insolent one-as he was a prisoner of the women . 

The gathering now moved to isolate h im further. At some poim a 
decision was taken and announced loudly so that everyone . including 
casual passers-by could hear it : no woman must be seen . for any 
reason whatever. within the palace . Even The Group did not exempt 
themselves. having . as I later discovered . taken the step of ap
pointing a male ch ief as their future go-between . The truth was, Mrs 
Kuti and her col leagues had now reached a point where they felt that 
there was nothing further to be gained from future discussions with 

• Atupa's vagina started the strife 
A lake. with penis of a poison tat. 
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the palace. It had now become a war of wil ls .  
And the negotiations went on , but they now took a form in which 

the results could only be known afterwards. To my disappointment .  I 
could no longer be present at any of these meetings, e.ven of those 
taking place among The Group by themselves. The veteran mes
senger continued to run errands between Beere and Wi ld Christ ian 
especial ly ,  but was now only left with vague notions of contacts being 
made, negotiations and draft agreements being signed to be put later 
to the entire assembly .  processes which took place at unstated hours 
and places. For instance , The Group and some of the ch iefs held a 
meeting with the new District Officer at his office. It was at this 
meeting. it was later revealed . that the abol i tion of the Special 
Assessment on all women was first proposed by the 'other side' . also 
that the parakoyi were to be disbanded . The Group announced these 
to the assembly even wh ile assuring them that they considered the 
concessions derisive . 

And there was another secret session .  a report of which was not 
shouted from the rooftops but which nevertheless percolated through 
the rank and file within minutes of the session . It had taken place in 
the ogboni enclave . The elders had sent a message to Mrs Kuti . their 
humil iations at the hands of the women forgiven . 

' Come and talk to us' they said.  ' We consider ourselves the sons of 
Majeobaje:  • we cannot sit back and watch things get worse and spoil 
total ly in our hands. Come and see us with a l ist of al l  the th ings the 
women want .  You ' l l  be surprised how closely our minds agree . '  

A t  the meeting. the ogboni assured them that everyth ing was 
happening as it had been wrilten .  nothing was mange to them . the 
elders. because Ifa had seen and spoken it all . Wi ld Christian recited 
their speeches to Essay during dinner on the fol lowing day. the fim 
dinner at home at wh ich I had been present-with her and Essay- in 
days . even weeks. 

'They were very nice , very courteous. They didn ' t  even want us to 
apologize over their rough treatment at the hands of our wild ones. 
They only warned us to be cautious, to know where we were going,  to 
be sure where we actually wanted all this to take us. ' ' As for us' ' they 
said.  "we are not surprised or alarmed . lfa said it all before and . 
when it started . we went back to consu lt again and Ifa said-now is 
happening what I told you before. "  Those ogboni said it comes in 

• LeHhings-no!-come-w-ruin . 
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cycle�-every fourteenth king-or was it th irteenth ? I 've forgouen-
1 feel so t ired . They said that after every th irteenth or fourteenth king 
to sit on the throne of Egbaland . it always comes about l i ke that. 
They said so many things. so many strange things. But the main 
thing they wanted to say to us was that we should rest assured that 
they would not al low things to spoi l  in Egbaland . They didn ' t  want 
us to th ink that they were s iuing down doing nothing . '  

They were locked u p  together a long t ime that n ight . speaking in 
low voices. I did nor real ly  think that Wild Christian was physically 
t i red . Something had happened at the ogboni enclave to move her 
profoundly-it showed in  the manner in  which she recounted the 
events. Her weariness appeared not w belong to the body but w her 
mind,  to some new form . or h int of understanding or maybe simply 
of viewing events. I reflected on the l iule I had heard . and concluded 
that the ogboni must be very careless or forgetful people .  If every
thing was already predined and they knew i t-as they claimed-then 
why had they not anticipated their treatment at the hands of the 
women? And I wondered if the Balogun had anticipated his fate
mauers were worse for h im .  he had become ful ly paralysed on one 
side and was now receiving treatment at the c l in ic of a t raditional 
healer . far from A beokuta . I did not think much of the claims to 
prescience of the ogboni. 

It was t ime again to make another assault  on the broad fields and 
orchards of Government Col lege . During the turmoil I had again sat 
the examinations; once agai n I was sum moned for an interview. Essay 
coached me relentlessly-but for the thought of the consequences. I 
would have said to h im . Don ' t  worry . I shall win that scholarship this 
t ime-! know i t .  But he had al ready begun to upbraid me for over
confidence. wrongful ly I thought .  There was no way of explain ing to 
h im that there were certain things of which I would .  without any 
reason . sudden ly become assured . For instance . as the women's 
struggle wore on and Essay pinned me to the from desk of the house 
after return ing from schoo l ,  I often sat there and studied without 
feeling that I was m issing anyth ing of importance. When he 
returned . looked at me with a gl int of mockery in his eye and asked 
how the women's  war was geuing on without me.  I often replied 
without th ink ing.  

'Oh.  nothing is happeni ng right now.  Nothing wil l  happen for the 
next two days . '  
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I never knew just why I had said that, but I was more often proved 
right than wrong. I had a feel ing that this used to i rritate him im
mensely .  

After a week-end closing assembly at schoo l ,  I went upstairs to say 
good-bye to Daodu and Beere as I was to leave for l badan the 
following day. Formerly ,  the assembly alternated between two 
anthems as the final song-one was the Egba National Anthem , the 
other was a kind of ' God Save the King ' ,  the king being the A lake of 
course, not the other one on the other side of the ocean . For some 
weeks now, the latter anthem had been abandoned . As we uooped 
out of the hall however, I heard it being rendered unofficially by 
several independent groups. For a moment I thought that it was an 
act of defiance against Daodu, then I heard the words. A different 
verse had been subst ituted for the former words of salutation and 
loyal ty: 

Kabiyesi, oba on' ike 
Ademola k'eran 
Omo eran j 'ogun ila 
Omo ote lo l 'obe 
Kabiyes i ,  baba eran 
Kabiyesi o 
Kabiyesi oba iwin 
Kabiyesi o ·  

Poor Alake, I thought ,  h i s  rout was real ly complete! 
When I came upstairs , Beere was at the telephone, one of the three 

or four telephones in the whole of Abeokuta . Her tone was angry, I 
had never seen her so furious with anyone .  

' Let me tel l you Mr District Officer, we  are not impressed. We are 
by no means impressed-no , not surprised either. I knew it was 
coming and when I heard it on the radio all I could think was, just 
l ike them , just l ike the white race. You had to drop i t  on Japan , 
didn ' t  you?  Why didn ' t  you drop it on Germany? Tell me that. 
Answer my question honestly if you can-why not Germany? '  

" Hail ,  king of hunchbacks 
A de mol a has carried trouble 
Son of a beast who inherits okra 
Child of intrigue who takes the soup-pot 
Hail.  father of beam 
Hai l ,  king of wood daemons. 
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There was a pause wh ile she l istened to what the other speaker had 
to reply .  

She laughed-a dry.  bi tter sound.  ' I  give you credi t  for in
tel l igence. but not for honesty .  That was a merely clever answer, it  
was not honest . You know bloody wel l  why. Because Germany is a 
white race. the Germans are your kinsmen while the japanese are just 
a dirty yel low people. Yes. that is righ t .  that is the truth . don ' t  deny 
it! You dropped that inhuman weapon on human beings. on densely 
populated cit ies . . . .  ' 

Her face became more and more agitated as she l istened . then 
broke in again . ' Yes, you know damned wel l what you should have 
done if you sincerely desired their surrender. You could have 
dropped it on one of their mountains. even in the sea. anywhere they 
could see what would happen if they persisted in the war, but you 
chose instead to drop it on peopled cities .  I know you. the white 
mental ity: Japanese. Ch inese . Africans. we are all subhuman . You 
would drop an atom bomb on Abeokuta or any of your colon ies if i t  
sui ted you ' '  

This t ime I heard the laughter of the other speaker over the ear
piece. He spoke for a long time while I watched the various changes 
of expression on Mrs Kuti 's  face. It relaxed . smiled, then became 
taut . even grim again as she resumed speaking, 

' No .  I d id not ring you up for that , I just wanted to pass a message 
to the so-called A l l ies. and you were their nearest representat ive. But 
now. since you bring the matter up.  let me tell you th is .  Your k!ng
this one here I mean . . .  no. don ' t  in terrupt me, I have a right to say 
he is yours because you saved his head this t ime.  As far as we women 
are concerned , he is already gone. But l isten to me. there real ly  isn ' t  
much t o  d iscuss. I have sent you our l ist o f  complaints. H e  has gone 
back on every word . every promise and agreement which he signed 
before we decided not to press on for his abdication.  Well ,  just tel l 
h im from me. that if he hasn ' t  learnt his  lesson from H itler . . .  
comparison or not , never m ind that now . . .  just tel l h im he should 
take his lesson from Hitler. As for you .  that is. as for the Colonial 
Government.  better get your atomic bomb ready because the next 
t ime round , he is going .  Tel l  them Beere said so .  h is days are 
numbered . He is GOING! '  

I saw her l isten some moments longer, shrug and simply add ,  
' Wel l .  I ' ve warned you .  Good-bye . '  and she replaced the phone. 

She turned to me and stared for a long moment .  ' Yes. I remember 
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you are leaving us for Government College . Wait here . I have 
something for you . '  

She disappeared into the bedroom ,  returned with a small . flat 
parcel-it looked l ike a sh irt but I never got to see what it wa� 
because I had to correct her at once . 

' I  am not leaving yet. I am only go ing for an interview. Schools 
don ' t  start a new year unti i January . '  

She thought briefly .  'Of course . How CO!Jid I have made such a 
mistake? In that case I can ' t  g ive you this yet . '  And she replaced the 
shin on the dining table. 

' Suppose I don ' t  get selected after all ? '  I asked . 
Smil ing , she pretended to give that also some thought.  ' H m ,  that 

would be a difficulty .  I ' ve been keeping this for your departure . 
Wel l .  let ' s  see . . .  all right. let ' s  begin from the beginning. How 
long will you be away for this interview? '  

'Three days. ' 
She fished out a sixpence. 'That ' s  for you to buy someth ing with . 

Now, suppose you are admitted . . .  wai t .  aren ' t  you also supposed 
to win a scholarsh ip? '  

I nodded, and she resumed. ' Good .  If you gain admission but no 
scholarsh ip I shall give you the shirt . R ight ?  Now.  if you win a 
scholarsh ip ,  guess what . '  

' A  pair of shoes , '  I replied promptly. 
She exclaimed . 'What ! ' and then remembered and laughed. 'Oh 

yes . I remember now. All right .  a pai r of shoes . '  
One day I had tackled our parents over the fact that we were never 

bought shoes. It was particularly gall ing at Harvest , Christmas and 
New Year when special outfits were made. to find that shoes were 
one item most resolutely omitted in the HM household. This I could 
not understand, since both parents wore shoes and sl ippers as a 
matter of course. I picked the occasion of a festive meal-r ime when 
the dining hall was ful l-Tinu, Femi and I, the various cousins and 
even some of the neighbouring chi ldren.  'Why , '  I asked loudly, but 
of no one in particular, 'does no one ever buy us shoes? '  

Essay bl inked , turned o n  his deaf ear while Wild Christ ian simply 
declared: 

'Ch i ldren do not wear shoes . ' 
I felt the eyes of both on me, expectant ,  for some rime afterwards 

but I said nothing further. Eventual ly ,  Essay said ,  
'Wole, don ' t you even want to know why children do not wearshoes? '  
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I shook my head . 'No , '  knowing full well that he must have 
thought up a good answer to be so persistent.  I much preferred the 
grounds which Wild Christian had carelessly selected and only 
awaited my opportunity .  

That moment came not long after, at the Kuti residence, on a 
Sunday where we had gone visit ing.  Wild Christian was sitting to 
lunch with Daodu and Beere while , at a table across from them . Tinu 
and I sat with our cousins who had just returned from church and 
were still variously attired in jackets, long dress, ties, shoes and socks. 
I picked a moment of si lence in the brisk conversation-which was 
difficul t ,  because Daodu was an incessant conversationalist-and said 
loudly ,  

'Mama, I thought you said that chi ldren do nor  wear shoes? '  and 
continued eat ing.  

Conversation died for some moments. Then Daodu threw back h is 
head , slapped h is th igh and let out the most deafening roar of 
laughter the corridor had ever heard . He laughed and wiped his eyes, 
spluttered , took a sip of water and continued chuckling sporadical ly 
for a long time after . M rs Kuti simply smiled and said. 

'Eniola , owo ba e l 'ote y i . '  • She then· added , to me, ' Wole , any 
time you find a pair of shoes you l ike,  come and tell me. I shall give 
you the money for it . ' 

Koye immediately offered, ' I  have some which I have outgrown . 
I ' l l  take him to my room after lunch and we ' l l  see if any of them fits 
h im . '  

Dolupo offered also to take Tinu along. I looked at Wild 
Christian . The smile on her face looked more l ike a trapped scowl but 
I was past caring at that moment . I n  any case. even if we returned 
home with bags bulging with shoes, I knew that we would never wear 
them . Essay was inflexible on that score-to him . shoes on the feet of 
children was the ult imate gesture in  the spoi l ing of the young. The 
chi ldren of relations and acquaintances who had been packed off to 
the Headmaster's house for ' training' discovered that , to their in
tense unhappiness. Their shoes gathered mould in their boxes, and 
eventually they outgrew them . In h is school .  a new pupil who had 
transferred from Lagos turned up one day in a pair of canvas shoes. 
He was not merely suspended , his  real parents had to travel from 
Lagos and plead for the entire day before he was taken back. 

' Eniola. you have: really caughr ir rhis rime:. 
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Mrs Kuti del ighted in small conspiracies; she understood very wel l  
what I meant and so we went into the  strategies of  the  operation. 
Clearly ,  the shoes could only be worn during term at Government 
Col lege ;  they would have to remain there during vacations and 
would never be produced at home. And of course I had to ensure that 
they were kept out of sight in Ibadan whenever my parents came to 
visit me-at least at the beginning.  She was confident that i t  would 
no longer maner once I became a senior boy .  

That problem out  of the  way , I asked her  why she had been angry 
about the bombing of the Japanese. Were they not Hider's friends? 

'The white man is a racist , '  she said . ' You know your h istory of the 
slave t rade, wel l , to him the black man is only a beast of burden , a 
work-donkey . As for Asians-and that includes the Indians, 
Japanese , Chinese and so on , they are only a small grade above us. 
So. dropping that terrible weapon , experimenting with such a 
horrifying thing on human beings-as long as they are not white-is 
for them the same as experimenting on cattle . '  

Daodu returned from the office during the conversation , 
deposited some fi les on a shelf and , catching the trend of the 
animated lecture, came over and poured himself some tea, nodding 
at several of Mrs Kuti ' s  points. He stabbed the air in  my direction : 

' I  would never send Koye or any of his brothers to a school run by 
white men . But you must understand this ,  it is not merely because 
they are white, it is also because they are colonizers. They try to 
destroy character in our boys . . .  remember what I told. you last year 
when you were going off for your first interview? '  

' Yes , Uncle . '  
' Right .  Was I right or not ? '  
' But I told you· Uncle , the school was on  holidays , i t  was empty. 

All we did was sit exams. ' 
He turned to Beere. ' Do you know what I found out? Those 

teachers don ' t  allow pockets in their shorts! ' 
Beere was clearly startled . ' Is that true? '  she asked me. 
I confirmed it. 
' Now, why do you think they do that? Why on earth should a 

young man not have pockets in his shorts? You know , '  he shook h is 
head in a really worried manner, ' the whi te man is a strange creature .  
In h is country, in  h is own schools-and remember, I visited a 
number of public schools during our conference-Eton, Harrow etc .
wel l ,  their boarders wear suits, a l l  with pockets. From the most junior 
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form . And the question I ask myself is th is-why should one of them 
come here as a principal and forbid pockets in the shons of his black 
schoolboys. WHY! ' 

I gave it some thought .  Something which I had remarked about 
the pair of them-Daodu especial ly . struck me all over again. With 
them . I never needed to ask so many questions. They were always 
ready to talk to me-or indeed to any wil l ing chi ld-as they would to 
their fellow adults. Daodu would often collar me. even if I was 
quietly reading in the parlour or dining-room and ask me if I had 
heard some recent item of news from Lagos or elsewhere , and ask my 
opin ion . It could be labour unrest . the formation of an assoc iation . 
some projected al l iances as the war progressed , a new sc ientific in
vention . . .  if I had not yet encountered the item of news he would 
shake h is head reprovingly. 

'You must take an interest! Don ' t  just st ick your nose in that dead 
book you are reading. Don ' t  you see , if Mussolini cou ld undermine 
the independence of Abyssinia,  what chance has the new National 
Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons got with their demand for 
some measure of self-government? These people who have managed 
to defeat Mussol in i ,  i s  i t  l ikely that they wil l  ever surrender what they 
already have? What do you think of Winswn Churchi l l ? '  

I blurted out  on that occasion , ' Actual ly , you remind me very 
much of h im . '  

I had not really considered i t  before bur a strong resemblance did 
strike me at that moment .  very forceful ly .  He stopped in his stride, 
folded his arms across his chest and tucked his hands under his arm
pi ts as if he was hugging himself. I could see the inside of his head 
working out all the elements which must have combined to make me 
give such a forceful declaration . 

' Amazing, amazing. I have always found chi ldren 's  powers of 
observation remarkable . Now you have to tel l me why you hold such 
an opinion. No, not right now. But you must remind me. I want 
every single detail of what has given you that opinion . '  

I t  was that persistent ,  bul ldog expression o n  his face again as he 
asked-why? Why would a white principal forbid pockets in the 
shorts of the GC boys? I had some ideas on the matter but first I had 
some good news to give him : 

'We learnt that Powel l  wil l be leaving short ly .  He's reti ring . The 
new principal may let us have pockets . ' 

Daodu turned w his wife and explained. ' Powell  is the present 
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principal . A very keen Boy SeouL A-ha! Now that is an even greater 
indictment . A boy scout needs as many pockets as he can use . Have 
you ever been a boy scout ? '  

'Wel l , I was a cub at St Peter's. We had a teacher who was a keen 
scoutmaster. H is name was Activity . '  

They both laughed. I added , ' But h e  left ,  and n o  one else took h is 
place . '  

Daodu nodded approvingly.  ' Now scouting also develops 
character. It would be interesting to see if this scouting enthusiast , 
who does not provide pockets for h is schoolboys, at least encourages 
scouting i n  his school . '  

I was able to fulfil his worst fears-GCI had no scouting 
programme. At  my previous interview, I had marked down Scouting 
in  that section of our questionnaire which required us to state our 
hobbies. One of the whi te faces who sat on the panel had smi led and 
regretted that there was no scouting in the school .  When I passed 
this information to Daodu,  he raised h is arms in genuine concern , 
looking at me with something akin to commiseration. 

'See? Do you see now? This Powel l ,  Mr  V. P. V . . . .  no, what are 
those peculiar in itials of h is again ? '  

'V .B .V .P . '  
'That's right ,  V. B .  V. Powell  . .  . '  He shook his head . ' Heaven 

knows what those letters stand for . . .  ' 

'Very Bad Very Poor , '  I briskly announced , and he and Beere 
chuckled loud and long.  I told them that one of the candidates who 
already had a brother in the school had informed us of that secret 
interpretation of Powell 's initials. 

'A fai r  enough judgement , '  Daodu commented . 'He is always 
posing at the head of the national scout jam borees with his scout 
uniform stuck al l over with labels and decorations. So , there we have 
the keen scoutmaster, yet he does not encourage scouting in his 
schoo l . '  He pursed h is l ips and looked me up and down as if  I was 
walking into some mortal danger. Even Beere seemed to be equally 
infected by the sudden pessimistic outlook on my future . She 
commented: 

' Double standards of course. I t ' s  j ust what I was tel l ing that 
District Officer before you came in-dropping the atom bomb over 
Hiroshima but not over whi te Germany. There is 11. racist in every 
white man . '  

Reverend Kuti sighed . His countenance was really doleful and I 
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began to wonder if I had not made a mistake in wanring to go to 
Government Col lege . Then he brightened up somewhat , asking , 
' You are now what? How old , how old? '  

' Eleven , '  I replied. 
'Mm . . . .  wel l ,  that 's  not too bad . You ' l l be eleven and a half 

when you join them i n  January. And you 've had two years as a 
Grammarian . . .  that ought to have done it I th ink .  Don ' t  you think 
so? '  Turn ing to Beere for confirmation . 

'Oh yes, yes , '  she assured h im.  ' Not forgetting the face that he's 
been brought up by Ayo and Eniola.  I think he' l l  be able to cope 
with them over there . '  

Oaodu nodded . He was visibly cheering up . and h e  gave a defiant 
snort . ' Yes , we ' l l  see . An ex-public schoolmaster who sews up h is 
students' pockets and makes them say Sir-Sir-S ir ,  l i ke slaves. A 
scoutmaster who discourages scouting .  A nd no caning either-at 
most maybe two or three instances in any year-oh yes, so I ' ve 
d iscovered. Mostly ceremonial can ing-1 doubt if any pupil from 
that school has ever taken home a single scar on his back !  How on 
earth do they hope ro train our boys properly that way? Oh . . .  I 
nearly forgot-no shoes . ' 

It was my turn to be startled. ' Are you sure Uncle ? '  
Firmly ,  he repeated , pressing his l ips, ' No shoes. Since your fi rst 

interview I have become very interested in that school .  They have 
very strange ideas of character build ing.  No shoes. Except for the 
senior prefects-they are al lowed to wear tenn is shoes. Or sandals. 
Otherwise , No pockets, No shoes . . .  aha, there is yet another one, 
no underpants. Why it should be a school policy I don ' t  know. As 
long as the un iform is clean and neat, I fai l  to understand why the 
housemasters should concern themselves with mak ing sure that the 
boys wear no underpants. Espec ial ly the bigger boys . . .  ' 

I was no longer paying attent ion . My eyes had swivelled slowly to 
encounter Beere ' s  who was grinning with her eyebrows raised in  
mock d istress. The sight was so comical that I burst out  laugh ing and 
she joined in ,  leaving Oaodu glancing from one to rhe other, 
frowning in his attempt to recol lect what he had said that was so 
funny.  Ti l ting her voice in  sympathy Beere queried , 

' No shoes? ' 
' No shoes , '  I sighed, feeling the oppressive weight of my years. I t  

was time to  commence the  mental shifts for admittance to  yet 
another irrational world of adults and their discipline. 

2 30 



ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Inccrnacionally acclaimed as a playwright, pocc, novelist and cricic, 
WOLE SOYINKA is currcncly professor of comparacivc liccracurc ac chc 
University of Ifc, Nigeria. He holds an honorary Doccoracc of Lcncrs 
from Yale U nivcrsicy and has been accorded major lircrary prizes in 
England, including chc prestigious John Whicing Award. His previous 
works published in America arc, among ochers, Collected PlayJ, chc 
memoir The Man Died, and chc critical scudy Myth, Literature and the 

African World. 


	ake_Page_001
	ake_Page_002
	ake_Page_003
	ake_Page_004
	ake_Page_005
	ake_Page_006
	ake_Page_007
	ake_Page_008
	ake_Page_009
	ake_Page_010
	ake_Page_011
	ake_Page_012
	ake_Page_013
	ake_Page_014
	ake_Page_015
	ake_Page_016
	ake_Page_017
	ake_Page_018
	ake_Page_019
	ake_Page_020
	ake_Page_021
	ake_Page_022
	ake_Page_023
	ake_Page_024
	ake_Page_025
	ake_Page_026
	ake_Page_027
	ake_Page_028
	ake_Page_029
	ake_Page_030
	ake_Page_031
	ake_Page_032
	ake_Page_033
	ake_Page_034
	ake_Page_035
	ake_Page_036
	ake_Page_037
	ake_Page_038
	ake_Page_039
	ake_Page_040
	ake_Page_041
	ake_Page_042
	ake_Page_043
	ake_Page_044
	ake_Page_045
	ake_Page_046
	ake_Page_047
	ake_Page_048
	ake_Page_049
	ake_Page_050
	ake_Page_051
	ake_Page_052
	ake_Page_053
	ake_Page_054
	ake_Page_055
	ake_Page_056
	ake_Page_057
	ake_Page_058
	ake_Page_059
	ake_Page_060
	ake_Page_061
	ake_Page_062
	ake_Page_063
	ake_Page_064
	ake_Page_065
	ake_Page_066
	ake_Page_067
	ake_Page_068
	ake_Page_069
	ake_Page_070
	ake_Page_071
	ake_Page_072
	ake_Page_073
	ake_Page_074
	ake_Page_075
	ake_Page_076
	ake_Page_077
	ake_Page_078
	ake_Page_079
	ake_Page_080
	ake_Page_081
	ake_Page_082
	ake_Page_083
	ake_Page_084
	ake_Page_085
	ake_Page_086
	ake_Page_087
	ake_Page_088
	ake_Page_089
	ake_Page_090
	ake_Page_091
	ake_Page_092
	ake_Page_093
	ake_Page_094
	ake_Page_095
	ake_Page_096
	ake_Page_097
	ake_Page_098
	ake_Page_099
	ake_Page_100
	ake_Page_101
	ake_Page_102
	ake_Page_103
	ake_Page_104
	ake_Page_105
	ake_Page_106
	ake_Page_107
	ake_Page_108
	ake_Page_109
	ake_Page_110
	ake_Page_111
	ake_Page_112
	ake_Page_113
	ake_Page_114
	ake_Page_115
	ake_Page_116
	ake_Page_117
	ake_Page_118
	ake_Page_119
	ake_Page_120
	ake_Page_121
	ake_Page_122
	ake_Page_123
	ake_Page_124
	ake_Page_125
	ake_Page_126
	ake_Page_127
	ake_Page_128
	ake_Page_129
	ake_Page_130
	ake_Page_131
	ake_Page_132
	ake_Page_133
	ake_Page_134
	ake_Page_135
	ake_Page_136
	ake_Page_137
	ake_Page_138
	ake_Page_139
	ake_Page_140
	ake_Page_141
	ake_Page_142
	ake_Page_143
	ake_Page_144
	ake_Page_145
	ake_Page_146
	ake_Page_147
	ake_Page_148
	ake_Page_149
	ake_Page_150
	ake_Page_151
	ake_Page_152
	ake_Page_153
	ake_Page_154
	ake_Page_155
	ake_Page_156
	ake_Page_157
	ake_Page_158
	ake_Page_159
	ake_Page_160
	ake_Page_161
	ake_Page_162
	ake_Page_163
	ake_Page_164
	ake_Page_165
	ake_Page_166
	ake_Page_167
	ake_Page_168
	ake_Page_169
	ake_Page_170
	ake_Page_171
	ake_Page_172
	ake_Page_173
	ake_Page_174
	ake_Page_175
	ake_Page_176
	ake_Page_177
	ake_Page_178
	ake_Page_179
	ake_Page_180
	ake_Page_181
	ake_Page_182
	ake_Page_183
	ake_Page_184
	ake_Page_185
	ake_Page_186
	ake_Page_187
	ake_Page_188
	ake_Page_189
	ake_Page_190
	ake_Page_191
	ake_Page_192
	ake_Page_193
	ake_Page_194
	ake_Page_195
	ake_Page_196
	ake_Page_197
	ake_Page_198
	ake_Page_199
	ake_Page_200
	ake_Page_201
	ake_Page_202
	ake_Page_203
	ake_Page_204
	ake_Page_205
	ake_Page_206
	ake_Page_207
	ake_Page_208
	ake_Page_209
	ake_Page_210
	ake_Page_211
	ake_Page_212
	ake_Page_213
	ake_Page_214
	ake_Page_215
	ake_Page_216
	ake_Page_217
	ake_Page_218
	ake_Page_219
	ake_Page_220
	ake_Page_221
	ake_Page_222
	ake_Page_223
	ake_Page_224
	ake_Page_225
	ake_Page_226
	ake_Page_227
	ake_Page_228
	ake_Page_229
	ake_Page_230
	ake_Page_231
	ake_Page_232
	ake_Page_233
	ake_Page_234
	ake_Page_235
	ake_Page_236
	ake_Page_237



