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CHAPTER ONE

Okonkwo was well known throughout the nine villages and even beyond. His fame rested
on solid personal achievements. As a young man of eighteen he had brought honour to
his village by throwing Amalinze the Cat. Amalinze was the great wrestler who for seven
years was unbeaten, from Umuofia to Mbaino. He was called the Cat because his back
would never touch the earth. It was this man that Okonkwo threw in a fight which the old
men agreed was one of the fiercest since the founder of their town engaged a spirit of the
wild for seven days and seven nights.

The drums beat and the flutes sang and the spectators held their breath. Amalinze
was a wily craftsman, but Okonkwo was as slippery as a fish in water. Every nerve and
every muscle stood out on their arms, on their backs and their thighs, and one almost
heard them stretching to breaking point. In the end Okonkwo threw the Cat.

That was many years ago, twenty years or more, and during this time Okonkwo's
fame had grown like a bush-fire in the harmattan. He was tall and huge, and his bushy
eyebrows and wide nose gave him a very severe look. He breathed heavily, and it was
said that, when he slept, his wives and children in their houses could hear him breathe.
When he walked, his heels hardly touched the ground and he seemed to walk ongsprings,
as if he was going to pounce on somebody. And he did pounce on peop . He
had a slight stammer and whenever he was angry and could ngt t quickly
enough, he would use his fists. He had no patience Wltgﬁéf en. He had had no
patience with his father.

Unoka, for that was his father’ 1ed te rs ago. In his day he was
lazy and 1mpr0v1dent and ﬁﬂm able of th1 t tomorrow. If any money
came his way, e immedi ly ht gourds of palm-wine, called
round hj m ys said that whenever he saw a dead

x e saw the folf?fﬁtgmg what one had in one's lifetime. Unoka was, of
se, a debtor, and he owed every neighbour some money, from a few cowries to quite
substant1a1 amounts.

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



whole being, welcoming it back from its long, long journey, and asking it if it had
brought home any lengths of cloth.

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

One day a neighbour called Okoye came in to see him. He was reclining on a mud
bed in his hut playing on the flute. He immediately rose and shook hands with Okoye,
who then unrolled the goatskin which he carried under his arm, and sat down. Unoka
went into an inner room and soon returned with a small wooden disc containing a kola
nut, some alligator pepper and a lump of white chalk.

"I have kola," he announced when he sat down, and passed the disc over to his
guest.

"Thank you. He who brings kola brings life. But I think you ought to break it,"
replied Okoye, passing back the disc.

"No, it is for you, I think," and they argued like this for a few moments before
Unoka accepted the honour of breaking the kola. Okoye, meanwhile, took the lugnp of
chalk, drew some lines on the floor, and then painted his big toe.

As he broke the kola, Unoka prayed to their ancestors eQ@eal , and for
protection against their enemies. When they had eaten t &é@ t many things:
about the heavy rains which were drowning th ﬁ@gﬂ\e next ancestral feast and
about the impending war with the v no. Un as never happy when it
came to wars. He was in f ,mnd could no %%yght of blood. And so he
changed the su aout music, ce eamed. He could hear in his
mind's m,) hyt ms of the ekwe and the udu and the ogene,

?é ear his own @ g in and out of them, decorating them with a
rful and plaintive tune. The total effect was gay and brisk, but if one picked out the
ﬂute as it went up and down and then broke up into short snatches, one saw that there
was sorrow and grief there.

Okoye was also a musician. He played on the ogene. But he was not a failure like
Unoka. He had a large barn full of yams and he had three wives. And now he was going
to take the Idemili title, the third highest in the land. It was a very expensive ceremony
and he was gathering all his resources together. That was in fact the reason why he had
come to see Unoka. He cleared his throat and began: "Thank you for the kola. You may
have heard of the title I intend to take shortly."

Having spoken plainly so far, Okoye said the next half a dozen sentences in
proverbs. Among the Ibo the art of conversation is regarded very highly, and proverbs are
the palm-oil with which words are eaten. Okoye was a great talker and he spoke for a
long time, skirting round the subject and then hitting it finally. In short, he was asking
Unoka to return the two hundred cowries he had borrowed from him more than two years
before. As soon as Unoka understood what his friend was driving at, he burst out
laughing. He laughed loud and long and his voice rang out clear as the ogene, and tears

stood in his eyes. His visitor was amazed, and sat speechless. At the end, Unoka was able
to give an answer between fresh outbursts of mirth.



Nwakibie cleared his throat. "It pleases me to see a young man like you these
days when our youth has gone so soft. Many young men have come to me to ask for
yams but I have refused because I knew they would just dump them in the earth and leave
them to be choked by weeds. When I say no to them they think I am hard hearted. But it
is not so. Eneke the bird says that since men have learned to shoot without missing, he
has learned to fly without perching. I have learned to be stingy with my yams. But I can
trust you. I know it as I look at you. As our fathers said, you can tell a ripe corn by its
look. I shall give you twice four hundred yams. Go ahead and prepare your farm."

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

Share-cropping was a very slow way of building up a barn of one's own. After all
the toil one only got a third of the harvest. But for a young man whose father had no
yams, there was no other way. And what made it worse in Okonkwo's case was that he
had to support his mother and two sisters from his meagre harvest. And supporting his
mother also meant supporting his father. She could not be expected to cook and gat while
her husband starved. And so at a very early age when he was striving des erﬂkbuﬂd
a barn through share-cropping Okonkwo was also fending forghi fat@ It
like pouring grains of corn into a bag full of holes H1s \E sters worked hard

enough, but they grew women's crops, like nd cassava. Yam, the king
of crops, was a man's crop. ﬁ
The year that Oko undred %&om Nwakibie was the
worst year in liwi &}é] 1ng hap oper time,- it was either too early
f the

or too IQ ad The first rains were late, and, when
? as ed onlyab @@ he blazing sun returned, more fierce than it had
been known, and scoréhed all the green that had appeared with the rains. The earth
burned like hot coals and roasted all the yams that had been sown. Like all good farmers,
Okonkwo had begun to sow with the first rains. He had sown four hundred seeds when
the rains dried up and the heat returned. He watched the sky all day for signs of rain
clouds and lay awake all night. In the morning he went back to his farm and saw the
withering tendrils. He had tried to protect them from the smouldering earth by making
rings of thick sisal leaves around them. But by the end of the day the sisal rings were
burned dry and grey. He changed them every day, and prayed that the rain might fall in
the night. But the drought continued for eight market weeks and the yams were killed.
Some farmers had not planted their yams yet. They were the lazy easy-going ones
who always put off clearing their farms as long as they could. This year they were the
wise ones. They sympathised with their neighbours with much shaking of the head, but
inwardly they were happy for what they took to be their own foresight.
Okonkwo planted what was left of his seed-yams when the rains finally returned.
He had one consolation. The yams he had sown before the drought were his own, the
harvest of the previous year. He still had the eight hundred from Nwakibie and the four
hundred from his father's friend. So he would make a fresh start.
But the year had gone mad. Rain fell as it had never fallen before. For days and
nights together it poured down in violent torrents, and washed away the yam heaps. Trees



shrivelled and fibrous crop of the previous year. All cooking pots, calabashes and
wooden bowls were thoroughly washed, especially the wooden mortar in which yam was
pounded. Yam foo-foo and vegetable soup was the chief food in the celebration. So much
of it was cooked that, no matter how heavily the family ate or how many friends and
relatives they invited from neighbouring villages, there was always a large quantity of
food left over at the end of the day. The story was always told of a wealthy man who set
before his guests a mound of foo-foo so high that those who sat on one side could not see
what was happening on the other, and it was not until late in the evening that one of them
saw for the first time his in-law who had arrived during the course of the meal and had
fallen to on the opposite side. It was only then that they exchanged greetings and shook
hands over what was left of the food.

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

But somehow Okonkwo could never become as enthusiastic over feasts as most
people. He was a good eater and he could drink one or two fairly big gourds of palm-
wine. But he was always uncomfortable sitting around for days waiting for a feagt or

getting over it. He would be very much happier working on his farm M&)
The festival was now only three days away. Okonkw @or ed the
walls and the huts with red earth until they reflected hg t en drawn patterns

on them in white, yellow and dark green. Th ycj;*nrh pamtmg themselves with
eir s

cam wood and drawing beaut1fu1 bl hs and on their backs. The
children were also decorat the1r h 1r h aved in beautiful

patterns. The thre m e exc1ted1 atlons who had been invited, and
the chil e th 11ed by these visitors from the
mefuna w Xc1ted The New Yam Festival seemed to him to be

ch blgger event here t an in his own village, a place which was already becoming
remote and vague in his imagination.

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

"Who killed this banana tree?" he asked.

A hush fell on the compound immediately.

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

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

His anger thus satisfied, Okonkwo decided to go out hunting. He had an old rusty
gun made by a clever blacksmith who had come to live in Umuofia long ago. But
although Okonkwo was a great man whose prowess was universally acknowledged, he
was not a hunter. In fact he had not killed a rat with his gun. And so when he called
Ikemefuna to fetch his gun, the wife who had just been beaten murmured something
about guns that never shot. Unfortunately for her Okonkwo heard it and ran madly into
his room for the loaded gun, ran out again and aimed at her as she clambered over the



desperate, went down quickly on one knee in an attempt to fling his man backwards over
his head. It was a sad miscalculation. Quick as the lightning of Amadiora, Okafo raised
his right leg and swung it over his rival's head. The crowd burst into a thunderous roar.
Okafo was swept off his feet by his supporters and carried home shoulder high. They
sang his praise and the young women clapped their hands: "Who will wrestle for our
village?

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

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

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

CHAPTER SEVEN

For three years Ikemefuna lived in Okonkwo's household and the elders of Umuofia
seemed to have forgotten about him. He grew rapidly like a yam tendril in the rainy
season, and was full of the sap of life. He had become wholly absorbed into his new
family. He was like an elder brother to Nwoye, and from the very first seemed tq have
kindled a new fire in the younger boy. He made him feel grown- up, and they er
spent the evenings in his mother's hut while she cooked, but kdrkwo in his
obi, or watched him as he tapped his palm tree for the e r&r& othing pleased
Nwoye now more than to be sent for by hlS 1 of hlS father's wives to do
one of those difficult and masculine ‘ﬁ 0 e 11 ting wood, or pounding
hkotigh

food. On receiving such a a oun 51ster Nwoye would
feign annoyanoe oud aboutlﬁ eir troubles.

S nwardly n's development, and he knew it was due
P@ e wanted row into a tough young man capable of ruling his
fatHer's household when he*was dead and gone to join the ancestors.

He wanted him to be a prosperous man, having enough in his barn to feed the
ancestors with regular sacrifices. And so he was always happy when he heard him
grumbling about women. That showed that in time he would be able to control his
women-folk. No matter how prosperous a man was, if he was unable to rule his women
and his children (and especially his women) he was not really a man. He was like the man
in the song who had ten and one wives and not enough soup for his foo-foo.

So Okonkwo encouraged the boys to sit with him in his obi, and he told them
stories of the land--masculine stories of violence and bloodshed. Nwoye knew that it was
right to be masculine and to be violent, but somehow he still preferred the stories that his
mother used to tell, and which she no doubt still told to her younger children--stories of
the tortoise and his wily ways, and of the bird eneke-nti-oba who challenged the whole
world to a wrestling contest and was finally thrown by the cat. He remembered the story
she often told of the quarrel between Earth and Sky long ago, and how Sky withheld rain
for seven years, until crops withered and the dead could not be buried because the hoes
broke on the stony Earth. At last Vulture was sent to plead with Sky, and to soften his
heart with a song of the suffering of the sons of men. Whenever Nwoye's mother sang
this song he felt carried away to the distant scene in the sky where Vulture, Earth's
emissary, sang for mercy. At last Sky was moved to pity, and he gave to Vulture rain



drunken giant walking with the limbs of a mosquito. Now and then a cold shiver
descended on his head and spread down his body.

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

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

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

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

"Bring me my bag," he asked, and Ezinma brought his goatskin bag from the far
end of the hut. He searched in it for his snuff-bottle. It was a deep bag and took almost
the whole length of his arm. It contained other things apart from his snuff-bottle. There
was a drinking horn in it, and also a drinking gourd, and they knocked against each other
as he searched. When he brought out the snuff-bottle he tapped it a few times agginst his

knee-cap before taking out some snuff on the palm of his left hand Then he ered
that he had not taken out his snuff-spoon. He searched his ba out a
small, flat, ivory spoon, with which he carried the brow @ ostrlls

Ezinma took the dish in one hand and t %@r bowl in the other and went
back to her mother's hut. "She shou %ﬁ oy," o said to himself again.
His mind went back to Ike eﬁu@ shivered l}g 1d find some work to do
he would be abl-e % t 1t was the lza between the harvest and the next
plant1 Eﬁt y work t di is time was covering the walls of their

{ new palm Okonkwo had already done that. He had finished
1t oh the very day the locus came when he had worked on one side of the wall and
Ikemefuna and Nwoye on the other.

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

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

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

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

"Is it well?" Okonkwo asked.

"Yes," replied Obierika. "My daughter's suitor is coming today and I hope we will
clinch the matter of the bride-price. I want you to be there."

Just then Obierika's son, Maduka, came into the obi from outside, greeted
Okonkwo and turned towards the compound, "Come and shake hands with me,"



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

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

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

"Ask Akueke's mother to send us some kola nuts," said Obierika to his son.
Maduka vanished into the compound like lightning. The conversation at once centred on
him, and everybody agreed that he was as sharp as a razor.

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

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

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

She wore a coiffure which was done up into a crest in @ ead.

Cam wood was rubbed lightly into her skin, and all ove ‘én:\-e black patterns
drawn with uli. She wore a black necklace @'&l 1n three coils just above her
full, succulent breasts. On her arms & low s, and on her waist four or
five rows of jigida, or wai g

When she Mk ands or raggkk Q‘er hand to be shaken, she
return el’s hut to he ing.

? ove your J1g1? r mother warned as she moved near the fireplace to
brirlg the pestle resting agatnst the wall. "Every day I tell you that jigida and fire are not
friends. But you will never hear. You grew your ears for decoration, not for hearing. One
of these days your jigida will catch fire on your waist, and then you will know."

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

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

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

The young suitor, whose name was Ibe, smiled broadly and said to his father: "Do
you hear that?" He then said to the others: "He will never admit that I am a good tapper."
"He tapped three of my best palm trees to death," said his father, Ukegbu.

"That was about five years ago," said Ibe, who had begun to pour out the wine,
"before I learned how to tap." He filled the first horn and gave to his father. Then he



ask you to come again the way you came before. If your death was the death of nature, go
in peace. But if a man caused it, do not allow him a moment's rest." He danced a few
more steps and went away. The drums and the dancing began again and reached fever-
heat. Darkness was around the corner, and the burial was near. Guns fired the last salute
and the cannon rent the sky. And then from the centre of the delirious fury came a cry of
agony and shouts of horror. It was as if a spell had been cast. All was silent. In the centre
of the crowd a boy lay in a pool of blood. It was the dead man's sixteen-year-old son,
who with his brothers and half-brothers had been dancing the traditional farewell to their
father. Okonkwo's gun had exploded and a piece of iron had pierced the boy's heart.

The confusion that followed was without parallel in the tradition of Umuofia.
Violent deaths were frequent, but nothing like this had ever happened.

The only course open to Okonkwo was to flee from the clan. It was a crime
against the earth goddess to kill a clansman, and a man who committed it must flee from
the land. The crime was of two kinds, male and female. Okonkwo had committed the
female, because it had been inadvertent. He could return to the clan after seven years.

That night he collected his most valuable belongings into head-loads. His wives
wept bitterly and their children wept with them without knowing why. Obierika and half
a dozen other friends came to help and to console him. They each made nine or ten trips
carrying Okonkwo's yams to store in Obierika's barn. And before the cock cr v

Okonkwo and his family were fleeing to his motherland. It w 1tt led
Mbanta, just beyond the borders of Mbaino. é

As soon as the day broke, a large Ccro zeudu s quarter stormed
Okonkwo's compound, dressed in g3 his houses, demolished
his red walls, killed his am,ﬁx' @y e royed hlS % e justice of the earth
goddess, and the €r messe d no hatred in their hearts against
Okonk i rlend Ob, among them. They were merely cleansing

iﬂ ic Okonkwo @iewuh the blood of a clansman.

Obierika was a marf who thought about things. When the will of the goddess had
been done, he sat down in his obi and mourned his friend's calamity. Why should a man
suffer so grievously for an offence he had committed inadvertently? But although he
thought for a long time he found no answer. He was merely led into greater complexities.
He remembered his wife's twin children, whom he had thrown away. What crime had
they committed? The Earth had decreed that they were an offence on the land and must
be destroyed. And if the clan did not exact punishment for an offence against the great
goddess, her wrath was loosed on all the land and not just on the offender. As the elders
said, if one finger brought oil it soiled the others.

PART TWO

CHAPTER FOURTEEN



Okonkwo was well received by his mother's kinsmen in Mbanta. The old man who
received him was his mother's younger brother, who was now the eldest surviving
member of that family. His name was Uchendu, and it was he who had received
Okonkwo's mother twenty and ten years before when she had been brought home from
Umuofia to be buried with her people. Okonkwo was only a boy then and Uchendu still
remembered him crying the traditional farewell: "Mother, mother, mother is going."

That was many years ago. Today Okonkwo was not bringing his mother home to
be buried with her people. He was taking his family of three wives and their children to
seek refuge in his motherland. As soon as Uchendu saw him with his sad and weary
company he guessed what had happened, and asked no questions. It was not until the
following day that Okonkwo told him the full story. The old man listened silently to the
end and then said with some relief: "It is a female ochu." And he arranged the requisite
rites and sacrifices.

Okonkwo was given a plot of ground on which to build his compound, and two or
three pieces of land on which to farm during the coming planting season. With the help of
his mother's kinsmen he built himself an obi and three huts for his wives. He then
installed his personal god and the symbols of his departed fathers. Each of Uchendu's five
sons contributed three hundred seed-yams to enable their cousin to plant a farm, for as
soon as the first rain came farming would begin. \)

At last the rain came. It was sudden and tremendous. cQ@ee oons the
sun had been gathering strength till it seemed to breath ];éfﬁ ¢ on the earth. All
the grass had long been scorched brown, an tbos‘F e live coals to the feet.
Evergreen trees wore a dusty coat 0 ds weps ed in the forests, and
the world lay pantlng unde; W Mratmg heat :%a @. e the clap of thunder. It
was an angry, m clap, g{% nd liquid rumbling of the rainy
season. W n arose and h ith dust.

? trees swayed combed their leaves into flying crests like strange
and'fantastic coiffure.

When the rain flnally came, it was in large, solid drops of frozen water which the
people called "the nuts of the water of heaven." They were hard and painful on the body
as they fell, yet young people ran about happily picking up the cold nuts and throwing
them into their mouths to melt.

The earth quickly came to life and the birds in the forests fluttered around and
chirped merrily. A vague scent of life and green vegetation was diffused in the air. As the
rain began to fall more soberly and in smaller liquid drops, children sought for shelter,
and all were happy, refreshed and thankful.

Okonkwo and his family worked very hard to plant a new farm. But it was like
beginning life anew without the vigour and enthusiasm of youth, like learning to become
left-handed in old age. Work no longer had for him the pleasure it used to have, and when
there was no work to do he sat in a silent half-sleep.

His life had been ruled by a great passion--to become one of the lords of the clan.
That had been his life-spring. And he had all but achieved it. Then everything had been
broken. He had been cast out of his clan like a fish onto a dry, sandy beach, panting.
Clearly his personal god or chi was not made for great things. A man could not rise
beyond the destiny of his chi. The saying of the elders was not true--that if a man said yea
his chi also affirmed. Here was a man whose chi said nay despite his own affirmation.



"There is no story that is not true," said Uchendu. "The world has no end, and
what is good among one people is an abomination with others. We have albinos among
us. Do you not think that they came to our clan by mistake, that they have strayed from
their way to a land where everybody is like them?"

Okonkwo's first wife soon finished her cooking and set before their guests a big
meal of pounded yams and bitter-leaf soup. Okonkwo's son, Nwoye, brought in a pot of
sweet wine tapped from the raffia palm.

"You are a big man now," Obierika said to Nwoye. "Your friend Anene asked me
to greet you."

"Is he well?" asked Nwoye.

"We are all well," said Obierika.

Ezinma brought them a bowl of water with which to wash their hands. After that
they began to eat and to drink the wine.

"When did you set out from home?" asked Okonkwo.

"We had meant to set out from my house before cockcrow," said Obierika. "But
Nweke did not appear until it was quite light. Never make an early morning appointment
with a man who has just married a new wife." They all laughed.

"Has Nweke married a wife?" asked Okonkwo.

"He has married Okadigbo's second daughter," said Obierika.

"That is very good," said Okonkwo. "I do not blame y; ‘ ér 0 rihéihe cock
crow."

When they had eaten, Obierika pomt déa*a y bags.

"That is the money from y "I's big ones as soon as you
left. Later on I sold some (‘ s and gav ﬁ&o% sharecroppers. I shall
do that every y \m urn. But I tﬁ@ uld need the money now and so |
w

brought i hat m ofrow? Perhaps green men will come to our
@ ot us.'

"God will not permtt it," sald Okonkwo. "I do not know how to thank you."

"I can tell you," said Obierika. "Kill one of your sons for me.

"That will not be enough," said Okonkwo.

"Then kill yourself," said Obierika.

"Forgive me," said Okonkwo, smiling. "I shall not talk about thanking you any
more."

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

When nearly two years later Obierika paid another visit to his friend in exile the
circumstances were less happy. The missionaries had come to Umuofia. They had built
their church there, won a handful of converts and were already sending evangelists to the
surrounding towns and villages. That was a source of great sorrow to the leaders of the
clan, but many of them believed that the strange faith and the white man's god would not
last. None of his converts was a man whose word was heeded in the assembly of the
people. None of them was a man of title. They were mostly the kind of people that were
called efulefu, worthless, empty men. The imagery of an efulefu in the language of the



ground. Am I dead? They said I would die if I took care of twins. I am still alive. The
heathen speak nothing but falsehood. Only the word of our God is true."

The two outcasts shaved off their hair, and soon they were the strongest adherents
of the new faith. And what was more, nearly all the osu in Mbanta followed their
example. It was in fact one of them who in his zeal brought the church into serious
conflict with the clan a year later by killing the sacred python, the emanation of the god
of water.

The royal python was the most revered animal in Mbanta and all the surrounding
clans. It was addressed as "Our Father," and was allowed to go wherever it chose, even
into people's beds. It ate rats in the house and sometimes swallowed hens' eggs. If a
clansman killed a royal python accidentally, he made sacrifices of atonement and
performed an expensive burial ceremony such as was done for a great man. No
punishment was prescribed for a man who killed the python knowingly. Nobody thought
that such a thing could ever happen.

Perhaps it never did happen. That was the way the clan at first looked at it. No
one had actually seen the man do it. The story had arisen among the Christians
themselves.

But, all the same, the rulers and elders of Mbanta assembled to decide ongtheir
action. Many of them spoke at great length and in fury. The spirit of wars Wa\:%them.
Okonkwo, who had begun to play a part in the affairs of his motherl at until
the abominable gang was chased out of the village wit "\é ould be no peace.

But there were many others who saw tl@?{@ erently, and it was their

counsel that prevailed in the end %

"It is not our custo ur gods," i em. "Let us not presume
to do so now Iﬁa sacred pyt ’(\vth ecy of his hut, the matter lies
betwee We did e put ourselves between the god and his

? ay rece1ve bl(? or the offender. When a man blasphemes, what
do? Do we go and stop his mouth? No. We put our fingers into our ears to stop us
hearing. That is a wise action."

"Let us not reason like cowards," said Okonkwo. "If a man comes into my hut and
defecates on the floor, what do I do? Do I shut my eyes? No! I take a stick and break his
head That is what a man does. These people are daily pouring filth over us, and Okeke
says we should pretend not to see." Okonkwo made a sound full of disgust. This was a
womanly clan, he thought. Such a thing could never happen in his fatherland, Umuofia.

"Okonkwo has spoken the truth," said another man. "We should do something.
But let us ostracise these men. We would then not be held accountable for their
abominations."

Everybody in the assembly spoke, and in the end it was decided to ostracise the
Christians. Okonkwo ground his teeth in disgust.

That night a bellman went through the length and breadth of Mbanta proclaiming
that the adherents of the new faith were thenceforth excluded from the life and privileges
of the clan.

The Christians had grown in number and were now a small community of men,
women and children, self-assured and confident. Mr. Brown, the white missionary, paid
regular visits to them. "When I think that it is only eighteen months since the Seed was
first sown among you," he said, "I marvel at what the Lord hath wrought."



CHAPTER TWENTY

Seven years was a long time to be away from one's clan. A man's place was not always
there, waiting for him. As soon as he left, someone else rose and filled it. The clan was
like a lizard, if it lost its tail it soon grew another.

Okonkwo knew these things. He knew that he had lost his place among the nine
masked spirits who administered justice in the clan. He had lost the chance to lead his
warlike clan against the new religion, which, he was told, had gained ground. He had lost
the years in which he might have taken the highest titles in the clan. But some of these
losses were not irreparable. He was determined that his return should be marked by his
people. He would return with a flourish, and regain the seven wasted years.

Even in his first year in exile he had begun to plan for his return. The first thing
he would do would be to rebuild his compound on a more magnificent scale. He would
build a bigger barn than he had had before and he would build huts for two new wives.
Then he would show his wealth by initiating his sons into the ozo society. Only the really
great men in the clan were able to do this. Okonkwo saw clearly the h1gh est thwh
he would be held, and he saw himself taking the highest title i

As the years of exile passed one by one it seemedite Rt at s ch1 m1ght now

be making amends for the past disaster. His @ antly, not only in his
motherland but also in Umuofia, w ﬁﬁ gave th%% year by year to

sharecroppers. p
Then the t 0&( 1rst son h urr t first it appeared as if it might
prove iS'spirit. But nt spirit, and in the end Okonkwo
?a is Sorrow. He ger sons and he would bring them up in the way of
the

He sent for the five sons and they came and sat in his obi. The youngest of them
was four years old.

"You have all seen the great abomination of your brother. Now he is no longer my
son or your brother. I will only have a son who is a man, who will hold his head up
among my people. If any one of you prefers to be a woman, let him follow Nwoye now
while I am alive so that I can curse him. If you turn against me when I am dead I will
visit you and break your neck."

Okonkwo was very lucky in his daughters. He never stopped regretting that
Ezinma was a girl. Of all his children she alone understood his every mood. A bond of
sympathy had grown between them as the years had passed.

Ezinma grew up in her father's exile and became one of the most beautiful girls in
Mbanta. She was called Crystal of Beauty, as her mother had been called in her youth.
The young ailing girl who had caused her mother so much heartache had been
transformed, almost overnight, into a healthy, buoyant maiden. She had, it was true, her
moments of depression when she would snap at everybody like an angry dog. These
moods descended on her suddenly and for no apparent reason. But they were very rare
and short-lived. As long as they lasted, she could bear no other person but her father.



kwenu: a shout of approval and greeting.

ndichie: elders.

nna ayi: our father.

nno: welcome.

nso-ani: a religious offence of a kind abhorred by everyone, literally earth's taboo.

nza: a very small bird.

obi: the large living quarters of the head of the family.

obodo dike: the land of the brave.

ochu: murder or manslaughter.

ogbanje: a changeling,- a child who repeatedly dies and returns to its mother to be
reborn. It is almost impossible to bring up an ogbanje child without it dying, unless its
iyi-uwa is first found and destroyed.

ogene: a musical instrument a kind of gong.

osu: outcast. Hav1ng been dedlcated to a god, the osu was taboo and was not
allowed to mix with the freeborn in any way.

Oye: the name of one of the four market days.

ozo: the name of one of the titles or ranks.

tufia: a curse or oath. u\(

udu: a musical instrument; a type of drum made from po eryco

uli: a dye used by women for drawing pattern a_
umuada: a family gatherlng of daugh e @E e female kinsfolk return to

their village of origin. %)
umunna-: a wide g en (tléqi‘n m % f the word umuada).
0

Uri: paré oé I'Ceremon ry is paid.

e\ pa@e

The End
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