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Note from the Editor

As earlier indicated, this issue commemorates the twenty-fifth
anniversary of Qkike, perhaps the oldest African literary
journal.

The interviews constitute the “Introduction” to this issue of
Okike. These and the articles on Nigerian literature, with the
reviews of works by young Nigerian authors, make this issue a
very rich source material for all teachers and students of
African literature.

This collection is certainly a befitting memento for the
twenty-fifth anniversary of Okike.
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Osundare 1

ONUORA OSSIE ENEKWE

Interview with Niyi Osundare’

Enekwe: Professor Osundare, you know about the theme of
the next issue of Okike. It is “Nigerian Literature in
the Last Decade, from 1986 to 1996”. What are the
features of this literature?

Osundare: The past decade is that of paradox. On the one hand,
this literature has been faced with obstacles -
political, economic, social and cultural - that modern
Nigerian literature had not experienced since its
beginning. On the positive side, 1986 was
auspicious, for that was the year that Wole Soyinka
was awarded the NOBEL prize for literature. That
was also the year in which one or two other
Nigerians won international prizes, a great boost to
our literature.

The eighties have to be separated from the nineties.
Although there were signs of political and economic
degeneration in the eighties, they were a little better.
There were still echoes of the prosperity of the
seventies. The 80s were particularly good for poetry.
This was the time when Obiora Udechukwu, Ossie
Enekwe, Tanure Ojaide, Funso Aiyejina, Harry
Garuba, and, to a very large extent, Odia Ofeimun,
came into prominence. Broken Pots came out in the
nineteen seventies, but was reissued in the nineteen
eighties. So, there was a lot of poetry going on. That
was also the period when Nigerian poetry moved
decisively from the classroom to the podium, from
the closet to the market place. This also coincided
with the beginning and blossoming of creative

* This interview took place in Niyi Osundare’s office at the University of Ibadan, on 10
October 1996



Osundare

writing courses in our universities and colleges. At
the University of Ibadan, Professor Isidore
Okpewho and [ started a creative writing
programme. While he handled prose, I was handling
poetry. So many of the poets who emerged in early
nineteen nineties were products of these creative
writing classes in many of the universities. This
was, in fact, a salutary development.

Our own generation never knew any creative writing
effort within the classroom in this country. The
programmes were mostly academic. So, audience
consciousness, a Strong communicative impulse,
became the hallmark of the literature of this period.
Also, this literature coincided with the coming of the
second generation of Nigerian writers - Osofisan,
Enekwe, Odia Ofeimum, Ojaide, Udechukwu, Femi
Fatoba, Harry Garuba; on the prose side - Festus
Iyayi, Kole Omotoso; on the drama side - Osofisan,
Bode Sowande, and so many others. This was the
period when all these genres blossomed.

Also, it was in the eighties that the Association of
Nigerian Authors came into being. I remember our
inaugural meeting at Nsukka in 1981, and. later on,
in 1982 - when Chinua Achebe was still around. In
1983, the ANA prize began at the convention in the
University of Benin. These eventS have had a
salutary effect on Nigerian literature.

I think our literature started getting bolder,. getting
more responsive, more answerable. Moreover, it
was a literature that had something to react to, or
against. Soon Achebe towered for prose, Soyinka
for drama, and inimitable Christopher Okigbo, J. P.
Clark and Gabriel Okara, for poetry. So, there were
people that the second generation of Nigerian
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writers could react to or against. I remember, for
example, that those of our generation whose vuiput
really became phenomenal in the eighties came
straight on board with tremendous audience
consciousness that we were going to discuss public
1ssues. political issues, that we were going to put art
in the service of humanity. Thus, echoes of the
Nigeria civil war came in Broken Pots, What the
Madman Said, Come Thunder, and even in a recent
novel, Heroes. So, it is a very responsive literature
indeed.

By the nineteen-nineties (1990-1991), the problems
of anxiety were beginning to set in. The economic
experimentation of the Babangida era was beginning
to coilapse. The naira began to weaken. With it, the
national spirit, and, of course, publishing, started
taking a nose dive. So many manuscripts that were
produced in the last six or seven years have not been
published. And those that are coming out have been
in the coolers. So, there is a lot of anxiety.

Younger writers are becoming more and more
impatient. So many of them that should have been in
print are not at the moment.

In a way, it is possible to divide this decade into
two. The first five years were ebullient. The last five
years have not been so good. The last five years also
coincided with the exodus of Nigerian brains from
this country. Most of our younger writers are now in
exile, and this is a very sad happening for Nigerian
literature, because the kind of communality we used
to have in the past is no longer there. I would never
forget that I met Ngugi wa Thiong’o for the first
time in Nsukka 1981 when he and my good friend
Dacheche Warioge came all the way from East
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Africa as friends of Nigerian literature. It was a
great thing indeed.

In the early eighties, many people actually started
writing upon seeing Achebe around, upon seeing
people around. Where is Achebe today? Where is
Soyinka? Where is Obiechina? Where is Abiola
Irele? Where is Nkem Nwankwo, one of the most
successful writers of comic prose in Nigeria? I read
Danda in my undergraduate days. I was already a
teacher at the University when I read My Mercedes
is Bigger Than Yours. Where are these people? Our
national spirit is suffering. It is like a talk I did last
year, when Soyinka’s sixtieth birthday was being
marked with a book exhibition by the British
Council. To begin with, those present at that
exhibition were so few, because the British Council
was afraid of publicizing the event, in case security
people would come and disrupt it. So, there was
only a handful of us there. But it went on all the
same, and I remembered my talk was titled “Behold
the Feast, but Where are the Guests?” because the
person we were celebrating was far away. Perhaps,
he didn’t even know we were celebrating him. This
is not the Nigerian literature that I used to know.
The Nigerian literature I used to see was the one that
would take us to Nsukka, the East, take us to the old
Bendel - Benin, take us to the North, take us
everywhere. Now, so many of our brains are abroad,
singing their songs in wildernesses where there are
no ears for their kind of problems. And taking away
the aura and inspiration that they should be exuding
here in Nigeria and wasting them in foreign lands.
For these are very unhappy times in Nigeria. But we
are still managing to create all the same. And even
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Enekwe:

Osundare:

when what we are creating is not being published T
keep telling people: “Where the spirit moves you
write”. People are writing, people are painting,
people are drawing, people are carving all the same,
because that is one thing about art. It is internality.
You cannot kill it. You drop it within a room; if the
door is not open, it will start creating a chink in the
wall and escape and fly like an eagle to the sky.
There is a way in which you cannot keep down the
word, and I think there is a way in which nobody
can keep down the spirit of Nigerian literature.

Even in this dictatorial time, even in this fascist
time, our work is managing to break through walls
and speak to so many. I believe very much that the
literature of the country belongs to the future. So,
basically, the last decade has been full of ups and
downs. This is how I feel.

What do you consider to be the features of the
writings within this decade?

I started with this earlier on. Relatively, the greater
level of audience consciousness. I remembered that
very beautiful “Foreword” to Broken Pots written by
this woman that we were sad to have missed (Mrs
Ihekweazu). The very first line I will never forget
is: “Ossie Enekwe is singing poems to his guitar”.
The poet is you. It is good watching you and your
guitar together.

The point I am making there is that the poetry of
this period has accessibility. There is a way we have
taken the poewry from the closet, I may say, to the
marketplace. This is part of the audience
consciousness I am talking about.

——
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In many of our books, you see that the poems are
not just there. There are also indications of musical
accompaniment. So, creating drama out of poetry is
one of the stylistic peculiarities of this period. and
also creating poetry out of drama - for example. the
most recent work by Ezenwa Ohaeto, Voice of the
Night Masquerade. 1 like this poetry which comes in
the form of chant. I believe very much in this kind
of poetry too. The turbulent confidence in oral
tradition, and also appropriation of the element of
orality. The way of literature is looking back at the
great resources of our orality, our oral lore, and
making use of all these things.

So I see a lot of fidelity to orality in the writing of
the past decade and the engagement with the
political problems of our time. The generation of the
period we are talking about literally had no choice.
Our generation - second generation is the angry
generation... It was during our time, remember. that
Marxism came to the fore in Nigeria letters for the
first time. People - were talking about Bertolt Brecht,
Althusser, Simone de Beauvoir, Jean Paul Sartre,
and Jameson. These were names that nobody
remembered in the early seventies, not, to talk of the
sixties when they were regarded as indigenous
writers. So the second generation also comprises
academics who had had second and third degrees,
and, therefore, could propound theories. They
propound theories about writing. before settling
down to write. It is also an angry generation because
this is the generation which was born before the
Nigerian Independence who saw the ebullience of
Independence and suffered the calamities of post
independence trauma. So there was no way they
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could hide awayv and write about the Danbodes and
so on. This also is the generation that had gone
through the civil war, a war that should not have
taken place. Before the war, there were the political
crises. First at the Federal level, next in the Western
part of Nigeria. they rigged elections, and then
problems in the West, and the first coup, second
coup, the pogrom in the North, and the civil war.
There is no way we can talk about the literature
without engaging the history of contemporary
Nigeria. Each time I read Omabe or when I read
your Broken Pots or when I read What the Madman
Said; and of course, Okigbo, I remember the
Nigerian Civil War. So there was a way in which the
situation of our period forced us to engage our art in
terms of social responsibility.

The Achebes, the Soyinkas, the Elechi Amadis, the
Okaras were a little luckier. I think they came at the
right time. At least, they enjoyed the serenity of the
pre-independence period and immediate indepen-
dence period. Between 1958 and 1965, there was
some kind of serenity in this country and the
Soyinkas and Achebes were able to enjoy that. We
are the generation of civil war, the generation of
crisis. I think this is why this has to reflect
stylistically in the kind of work we produce, whether
it is drama of Osofisan and Sowande or the prose of
Iyayi and Ifeoma Okoye or Kole Omotoso or poetry
of so many. This is what I call the oral ethics of
work.

I think the work created by the second generation in
the eighties led the way in building confidence in
the oral tradition. They did not invent it. Of course,
after Okigbc nobody could have said that. But there
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was a way in which the audience was brought in as
an essence in literature. Before theory started talking
about readerly competence or readerly authority or
whatever, Nigerian literature had discovered, that it
could not succeed without the audience because of
the essentially oral nature of its work. Because of
different things we had read and because of different
places in the world we have visited, I think the
second generation was very much unafraid in coping
with social issues and in discussing the class thesis
of Nigeria’s problems. It is no wonder that that
generation produced Iyayi’s Violence which remains
one of the most eloquent novels in that regard,
Ifeoma Okoye’s Men Without Ears or in fact,
Behind the Clouds or when*talking about the war,
Come Thunder by Ossie Enekwe, in terms of prose.
So, the common man and the common woman that
had always been neglected in Nigerian literature
came to the fore. When you read the Interpreters
written by Soyinka, I have asked myself several
times, these interpreters are like Samurai, middle
class, and agressively so. Where are the farmers who
produced their food. What about the tailors who
sewed their clothes? What about those house girls,
and so on, who cleaned their houses. You have
never heard their voices there. What our generation
did was to bring these people right to the front
which I think in terms of social answerability is a
very important mark of the generation.

The generation after us is impatient and agressive in
a certain kind of way. If the second generation is the
angry generation, I think the third generation is a
despondent generation. I think they have their
reasons for being so despondent, and also, being the
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anxious generation. These are people born after
independence, may be a year or two before the
Nigerian civil war. They experienced the civil war
as babies and as people growing. They went through
the oil boom as young people.

The Soyinkas and Achebes were lucky because they
started operating at the time they did. The second
generation was a little lucky because they still had
the echoes of the serenity that the first generation
experienced. The third generation, which is the new
generation, have nothing to go back to. I think what
had been handed over to them is like a wilderness,
an essentially beaten up country, beaten up menta-
lity, deracinated. These are the CNN generation.
They look abroad most of the time. When they look
out, what they read is what is happening in New
York, what is happening in Paris, happening in
Japan, and so on and so forth.

So in a way many of them are impatient with the
politicality of our works. Which is ironic. I have had
occasion to tell one or two members of the new
generation that if any generation should be political
at all, it should be their generation. You leave the
university, four years later you still haven’t got a
job, and you say , “Yea, I am a poet, I don’t want to
write about politics”. Then, you are not a poet, you
are a slave because you cannot even express what is
happening to you.

Art helps us to bring out what is right in there, to
project it to the outside, bring out a manifestation,
and the truth of reality as we see it or reality as we
conceive it. I think that is what the first generation
did to a very large extent, but what the second
generation did to a very great extent. The third is the
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generation that cannot be quoted in just one hole.
Ihey are many and there are so many tendencies in
their works. The poetry of Olu Oguibe is different
from the poetry of Esiaba Irobi, although they are
friends. The poetry of Uche Nduka is different from
the poetry of Ademola Babajide. In Uche Nduka,
there is striving towards a certain kind of purity; a
certain distancing from political reality. But as I
have said on a number of occasions, the more the
poet tends to run away from politics, the more
political his poetry becomes.

Ademola Babajide is lyrical and really well
engaged. I do not think he has anything out or
published yet, but I have read two of his
manuscripts. This is a poet who is very very rooted
and he seems te me a poet who really knows where
his voice is coming from.

1 see many influences in the new writing. The

craving for Latin American influences and the flight
from the essence -of the African spirit. This makes
me very uncomfortable. At times I see a lot of
pretence too. A young man rising to say, “Yea, your
generation was a political generation, I tell you, our
generation is of pure poetry”. I think they are

finding to their chagrin that there is nothing called

pure art, to say nothing of pure poetry. The fact that
many of them are now on forced exile abroad-shows
that there is something wrong with us and so we
have to use our art, everything in us to right the
wrongs that political dictators and political jobbers
have forced on this potentially great, but
unfortunately mismanaged country. So there is a lot
happening in Nigerian literature and I believe that
the kind of contradictions we are having is okay. For
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we can’t all sleep with our necks to the same place. I
think it is good for us to have points of argument
this way.

we: Thank you very much.
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ONUORA OSSIE ENEKWE

Interview witk Dan Izev baye;

Enekwe.

?!'Oft'::i:\m :’L\"‘E-’-;i} Lo 1 fie 12 ..'!:. _;,"._. ‘i‘:'ilgthl—.i 1
you have allowed me o interview vou at very st
notice.

I will just ask a few questions which will help
clarify a decade of Nigerian literature (1986-1996)

As one of the giants of African literary critic:
this is very crucial for us in Okike. What do
consider very important in the development
Nigerian literature in the last ten years?

Izevbaye: Well, I suppose what is important is the ways t

writers have responded to the changing social sce
Everybody knows that there has been a lot
movement out of the country by the so called ol
generation. Most of the giants of yesteryears h:
left - Achebe, Soyinka and others. We have one
two still in the country. J. P. Clark is still arou
though he is not as active as he used to be. He
probably still writing, but not publishing. So th
coming after them have become the main figu
They are almost all in the country. Osund
Osofisan, former ANA President, the present A
President. They are still around and still writ
They, at least, keep a sense of tradition
continuity, and they have given ANA, which
key institution in the continuity and developmer
Nigerian literature, the paternal grooming an
sense of direction, since they are as committe

* This interview took place in Izevbaye’s office in the Univeisity of Ibadan on 10 C

1996.
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ANA as other figures have been. And under their
encouragement and leadership, ANA has continued
to sponsor its creative writing competitions. We are
lucky that a lot of writing is being done.
Unfortunately, we don’t have the publishing
resources that these writers can take advantage of.
So the first two things which have helped the
development of literature in this decade are:

1. The continued presence of this so called second
generation of authors, and

2. The activity of the Association of Nigerian
Authors (ANA).

The third factor is the emergence of new publishing
ventures. We have about three or four of them
owned by indigenous sponsors, and locally based.
Unfortunately, they don’t have the capital base as
old publishing houses which used to sponsor
African literature had - Heinemann, for example.
Longman. Because these new companies don’t have
the capital base, too much is being expected of the
young writers. They are a bit reluctant to put thet
money in new publications, partly because the;
don’t expect that these publications will make th
same kind of impact that sustained, say, the Africa:
Writers Series. But, at least, publishing initiative i

passing from the hands of the old foreign publishin

houses to the new indigenous publishing houses an

presses. I think these are the main factors.

I am not sure that we have major literary events ;
yet. Of course, we have prize winning publicatios
coming out from people like Osofisan ai
Osundare. The Nairobi based NOMA Award and t
British Council and ANA have done a lot
promote new Writers.
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Enekwe:

I think we have not come to a stage where we will
consolidate the gains made so far. We may not have
the kind of spectacular productions that marked the
late fifties and sixties, but some good writing is
being done. Some of the younger writers are, of
course, a bit impatient. This has been said often and
often again at ANA meetings, especially the creative
writing competition. A lot of impatience and people
don’t yet fully accept that creative writing is not just
a matter of feeling and inspiration. It is also a matter
of sweat. This is what had made both the first and
second generation. But I think since so much writing
is being done it gives us a matter of hope.

Finally, we must note some kind of negative
element in the developraent of literature: the present
political and econvmic condition of the country
which puts a lot of pressure on literature since
literature has to respond to its environment.

Thank you very much. Now that you have started
talking, about the features of the new writing, please
can you say a few words about them?

Izevbaye: Well, since we have to begin with tradition and

continuity, I think it is important to stress what has
been done with the features of the oral tradition,
whether people have managed to integrate it with
their writing. I am not sure that much has been done
in this direction, though I know that people continue
to make use of this. But I think that under the radical
impact of the seventies, there is less interest in the
material of the past, the oral tradition - this is just a
general impression - than on the urgency of
contemporary life, on city life, on urban conditions,
and in particular, on the experience and the
condition of women. In fact, a lot of very good

S—
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writing has been produced by women, putting across
problems of gender in society, and on the
experiences of women in recent times. Also, some
kind of shift. Although we have had a couple of
fairly good novels, it does not seem as if at present
the novel has managed to remain the major form.
Again this is an impression. Ther¢ seems to have
been a shift towards poetry and short fiction. And
when I referred to the contribution of women earlier
on, I think of their work in terms of short fiction
mainly. So, it does not seem as if we have the long
breath required to sustain long fiction. I know we
have a few important novels, quite a few. I can
mention one of them: Adebayo William’s, for
example, which is an impressive novel. I don’t want
to misquote the title. It is more in short stories, and
more in the stories and poems about urban living.

Thank you. Prof, I will now leave it to you to make
whatever remarks you want about the new Nigerian
literature.

Izevbaye: Okay, the situation has not been an auspicious one. I

think that would be our starting point. I think we
would not be fair if we don’t mention some of the
tragic experiences that out literary culture has
experienced. We refer to the passing away, to put it
mildly, of the former president of ANA - Saro
Wiwa - and the fact that some of our major authors
are now living abroad - Soyinka and ‘Achebe. We
cannot turn our back and pretend that these issues
are not there. And, inevitably, these unfortunate and
tragic events have left some kind of mark on the
literary scenée. We can call it trauma if we will. That
is the first thing. I just mention the level of the
individual tragedy that has left an inevitable mark
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on the consciousness, on the development of the
literary community in the country.

Secondly, at the level of organization, not much
progress has been made materially in the literature. I
am thinking of ANA, for example. Now ANA ought
to have a secretariat, ought to have an archive, ought
to be able to sponsor regular creative writing
workshops. In spite of the considerable difficulties
and setbacks, ANA has had some kind of
commendable achievements. It brings out its
newspapers. But that paper comes out only for
ANA conventions. By now, really, there ought to be
more regular production of that newspaper or at
least newsletter. I know there are local workshops,
but I don’t know how much of this is being done. I
know ANA, Oyo State, is trying to revive the old
Mbari idea, a meeting place for writers and artists. It
is a bit late in coming, and I think it is due to the
generosity of a man like Demas Nwoko. We ought
to have many more of such things all over the
country. Not just this once a year meeting and the
very occasional creative writing thing.

Now the depletion of the ranks of creative writers as
academics means that the very good start made with
creative writing courses in our universities has also
suffered somewhat. So, these points ought to be
made. We do have, of course, the shift towards the
media or towards freelancing. We can think of
people like Odia Ofeimun whom I referred to earlier
on as present president, those who can at least
attempt to get things moving, but communication is
not so easy in the present conditions. And I thought
I would draw attention to this. So, the one hope is
that the question of workshops is now an accepted
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ANA idea. May be ANA could add to this some
kind of consultancy. Consultancy is not really an
accurate word; it implies payment, but some kind of
information bureau to give advice to yoyng writers,
seeking information on workshops and publishing
facilities and the reading public.

Thank you.
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TOYIN ADEWALE-NDUKA

Streams

Streams I

Where dragon flies feed

Where clouds query the sun

Streams splash in your eyes

in the unravelling lines

of convoluted buses

O river brimming with whys
searching the venom of police guns
The yawning graves of our pathways
May corn salute your teeth.

Streams II

The earth is mud under your stilettos
You would release a torrent of jasmine
and pray for open heavens

Your ache is a circumcised penis
ebony streaks of charcoal

champion wrestler of big boys

Your lips are yet dawn

do not suck on blood

Be my gold earrings

let me brush you in warm soap

let me rinse you in spring water.
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Streams III

For those who love

even the hibiscus sprouts thorns

in battles older than fire

You carve new tables

coaxing the wayfarers to rice and true dreams
breast the narrow path in male pants

And at the hour when laurels are won

toast your womanhood with tears

in a shower of black soap

Give the wind a wild grip on your hair.

Friday Night Live

Our dreams are hindsights

travelling to the people under the earth
_journeying down the cities

filling the centuries with sons

so fat they can’t pass the needle’s eye

Only the ointment keeps faith
in the hands of a daughter
preparing you for burial

the unleavened bread

calls forth mourners

And prostitutes eating bread
with hallowed hands.

Henna mingles with hungers
at the eleventh hour when
rejected pebbles fall like death
sentences on brown earth
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This wine sets my eyes on edge

to stilled waters on barren hillsides
this wine red in the cup

the scarlet thread

the broken donkey

Linen breeches dyed in crimson.

The air is rich in prophecies and revolutions
within the olive tree

a copulation is a flame

burning the bush full of grass windows

the light shimmers upon the waters

Light is a quiver of arrows
Light is an earthquake
Light is a stormy wind
Light is a great cry :
electric on bones and skulls

The bones are diving for flesh
The shrouds are dying in the stars
There is light in our loins.
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Holy Michael

The hysterical voice shouted; “I must see the doctor
immediately. I must see him now”, Despite admonitions from
the nurses to the effect that the doctor would soon attend to
him, the visitor continued shouting in a high-pitched voice.
“Tell the doctor it is I, Holy Michael, the anointed one of God.
Tell him that they want to kill me, but God is greater than
them.”

As I was still attending to another patient, I left the nurses
to handle the matter as they knew how to. However, the peace
of the hospital was suddenly interrupted by a commotion which
soon erupted in the waiting room. Before I knew it, the door to
the consulting room crashed open and I was face to face with a
stocky light-complexioned man in a dirty-brown cassock with
an equally dirty and high mitre on his head. Boldly emblazoned
on the front of the cassock in red were the drawings of two
angry looking lions standing by the side of a cross. Around the
man’s wide middle was a large yellow sash at the efid of which
was a small bell. Each time the man made any movement, the
little bell jingled.

The man was sweating and rocking his head from side to
side as if in a trance. His eyes glinted under the flourescent
light, while a trickle of saliva flowed from the corner of his
mouth. The muscles of his neck stood out so much that, for a
moment, I thought he was going to burst from the strain.
Behind him, looking pensive in their equally dirty cassocks
were a crowd of women probably members of the Prophet’s
flock.

Gripping the Prophet tightly on both arms were two tall
men who were the only ones in the Prophet’s entourage not
wearing cassocks. The Prophet spat a stream of saliva through
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the window. cleared his throat, and said, “Doctor, you have to
help me. They tried to kill me. Thcy didn’t succecd. Now, they
say I’m mad. Please, help me. I’'m not mad”.

“He’s talking rubbish doctor. Don’t listen to him”, one of
the guards said.

I asked the Prophet to enter the consulting room, but he
remained on the same spot, and, so, I asked the men restraining
him to set him free.

“No doctor, we can’t let him go. He’s very dangerous”, one
of the guards said.

“Don’t listen to him, Doctor Samuel, I’'m not dangerous.
They are the ones who are wicked. They want to kill me, but I
am Holy Michael, the anointed one and nothing can harm me”,
the Prophet replied.

I didn’t know how the fellow knew my name since he
didn’t look familiar to me. As a psychiatrist, I could see that he
was a very sick man who could be very violent. Still, I wanted
him left alone for proper assessment. “Let him go”, I said once
again to the guards.

“No, Doctor Samuel, you don’t understand”, one of the
guards insisted, pointing a finger to his own head and making a
circular sign with the finger. He seemed to be telling me that
the Prophet was mad. Still I insisted on his being let go, since
that was the only way I could conduct a proper medical
examination.

Once free, the Prophet now turned to his flock and started
praying in a high-pitched voice. Amazingly, the women in the
dirty brown cassocks all went down on their knees, supplicating
and saying ‘amen’ to his utterances. I was still thinking of how
to handle the situation when the Prophet now turned to one of
his guards and demanded why the fellow was not saying ‘amen’
to his prayers. And then in two quick movements, he slapped
the man so hard that the impression of his palm suddenly
appeared vividly on the man’s face, line for line. Before the
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second guard could respond, the Prophet gave him a vicious
headbutt which sent the burly fellow sprawling on his back.

Realizing that I had a very sick man on my hand, I decided
to try a soft approach. “Now, now, my dear man, you shouldn’t
... I started as I approached the man but was cut short by the
Prophet who suddenly cleared his throat and with all his might
spat straight into my face. As I groped blindly about for the
washbasin, he added, “And if you try to give me an injection, I
will cut your throat”. He was brandishing a pair of scissors he
had just taken from my table. By then, the whole hospital was
in disarray as nurses and patients ran for safety. It was only the
women from the Prophet’s flock that remained on their knees,
their lips moving obviously in silent prayer.

Knowing full well that I now had to act fast to prevent the
situation from getting worse, I quickly sent for reinforcement
from the group of artisans who practised their trade near the
clinic. Between the hurriedly assembled crowd of bricklayers,
vulcanizers and mechanics who had hearkened to my distress
call, we wrestled the cranky and now fearsome Prophet to the
floor. There, with my free hand, I injected him with a large
dose of a sedative through his shirt sleeve.

Thirty minutes later when a series of snores were bouncing
from his direction, I called one of his ‘guards’ to inquire of the
genesis of the Prophet’s problem.

Zachaeus, as the guard was called, gave me a gist of the
events. As he spoke in low tones by the Prophet’s bedside, the
25-year old man cast occasional furtitive glances at the sleeping
figure as if he expected the Prophet suddenly to wake up and
re-enact the vicious headbutt that had only minutes, ago, sent
him sprawling.

“We are from the same village in Cross-River State. It was
actually the Prophet who brought me to Ibadan about two years
ago to assist him in his transport business. Since then, we have
been living together as brothers”.




24 Okediran

“You mean that chap was actually a taxi driver?” I asked in
surprise.

“Yes he was. It was when he couldn’t raise the 20,000 naira
required to overhaul the car that he decided to go into the
church business”.

“Church business? What church business?”

“I mean, the business of starting a church and asking people
to come for prayers and deliverance from their different
problems.”

“How do you make money from that?”

“Ha, doctor”, Zachaeus chuckled as he gleefully rubbed his
hands together, “there is a lot of money in the business. For
example, during the first week of starting the church, we
organised a week-long revival programme during which
sermons and prayers were offered daily and...”

At 'that point, the sleeping figure stirred, and Zachaeus
jumped with fright. A plaintive murmur now rose from the
man, a murmur saddening and startling as if another human
voice different from that of the Prophet was emanating from the
sedated figure. Sounds hesitating and vague now flooded the
room. From a whimper, the sounds ascended to the level of a
growl, before scrapping themselves slowly into words that
flowed out gently from the Prophet’s feverish lips in a
murmuring stream of soft and monotonous sentences. “Where
can one ... lay the the ... heaviness... of one’s trouble... but in a
friend’s heart...?”

The Prophet sighed, paused for a while and then his words
flowed on: “I trusted my friends and my brother, but there’s no
worse enemy and no better friend than a brother ...” Another
sigh, short and faint followed; then a stir, and he was soon
snoring.

“Doctor,” Zachaeus asked moments later, “Will he die?”

“I don’t think so. How long has he been sick?”

“A week maybe. I haven’t slept for the past five days since
he became very restless and aggressive but...”
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The Prophet stirred again and once more, Zachaeus jumped out
of fright.

“Are you sure the injection is enough? As I told you
before, he can be very dangerous”, he added.

“He’s Okay; he only turned round. He should be sleeping
for the next couple of hours”, I said, as Zachaeus continued his
story.

“Apart from the money from the collection which normally
goes into the Prophet’s pocket, more money comes from
special prayers, the purchase of holy water, holy candles, holy
handkerchiefs, holy rings and so on.”

“You mean all the money goes into the Prophet’s pocket?”

“Not really. We the assistants also get our salary. In
addition, anyone who introduces a business to the church will
take a commission”.

“How much is the commission?”

“Could be from ten to twenty per cent on the job,
depending...”

“How do you get all this holy stuff?” I asked.

“Anything the Prophet blesses becomes holy”.

“Even water?”

‘Yes doctor, even water. In fact, holy water is the fastest
selling item we have, followed by special prayers”.

“People have to pay for that too?”

“Yes. You know, there are too many people with problems
in Nigeria: from people who are looking for jobs, husbands,
wives, children and money to those who want promotion in
their places of work or who want to be made ministers and
commissioners. Business men and women also come here
especially when going for business trips”.

“ Going for business trips, what kind of business?”

“Em em em, any business...” Zachaeus said hesitantly as he
avoided my eyes.

“Any business? Even assasinations, armed robberies ana
smuggling?”
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“Ha doctor, it is difficult to know what business everybody
does”.

“You mean if someone, for example, wants to traffick in
hard drugs such as cocaine, you will still go ahead and pray for
that kind of fellow?”.

“Ha doctor, like I said, business is business. We are not the
ones smuggling, stealing or carrying cocaine. All we do is pray
for them”.

“And of course you will be paid for the prayers?”.

“Yes. Business is business”.

“Has it not occurred to you that the money you’re paid is
from the proceeds of so called business?”

“What is that to us? Even you as a doctor, do you know the
source of the money your patients use to settle their bills?” he
asked, a triumphant smirk playing on his lips.

“Em, em, em... I'm saving lives. That is different from
actually assisting these criminals as you’re doing”, I replied,
my voice rising from anger at the man’s impudence in
comparing his busines with mine.

“Tell me Zachaeus,” I asked still in anger, “don’t you know
that there is a portion in the Bible that prescribes a heavy
punishment for those who use God’s name fraudulently?”

Before Zachaeus could answer, we were once again
interrupted by the sedated Prophet. Not only did he stir, this
time around, he actually got up from the bed. Instantly,
Zachaeus fled the room. Michael tried to stand, but the sedation
made him unsteady and he swayed dangerously on his feet. I
sprang forward but not in time to stop the sick man from
falling. Being such a thickset man, he crashed heavily on the
floor. Luckily, the infusion drip was still in place. As I slowly
injected another dose of sedative inte the rubber tubing, I
watched as the burly man slowly drifted into sleep again. It was
difficult getting him up. However, with the assistance of the
nurses, | managed to put him back into bed.
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“Where is Zachaeus?” I asked one of the nurses when I
couldn’t find the fellow who had been assisting me with the
history.

“I don’t know doctor”, the nurse replied. “I’ve searched
everywhere for him”, she added.

“But he must be somewhere. He couldn’t have just
disappeared into thin air... what about those women who came
with him”, I asked.

“They are still there doctor”.

“Have you asked them for Zachaeus’ whereabouts?”

“Yes. Unfortunately, none of them knows where he’s gone

kk]

to

“In that case, call me one of them.”

A fat, forlorn-looking woman in the dirty cassock soon
entered the room where Michael was. At the sight of her
Prophet on the bed, she knelt by the bedside, made a sign of the
cross and said, “Holy Michael, pray for me”. Then, she kissed
the man on both cheeks before chanting a sort of canticle
quietly.

I allowed her to finish her supplication before asking her
name, age and occupatios.

“My name is Stella Oyoyo. I don’t know my age but my
eldest child is eighteen. I sell children’s clothes at Dugbe
market”.

“Where is Zachaeus? He was assisting me here a few
minutes ago.”

“Brother Zachaeus has gone. He said it doésn’t seem as if
your method is going to help”, she said surprisingly in good
English. “Really? Even if he does not approve of my method,
couldn’t he tell me before running away and abandoning this
fellow”? I asked in a very bitter tone.

“He has not abandoned Holy Michael. None of us in his
flock can abandon the holy one. He is our god. Without him we
are nothing. He is the source from which the river of our life
flows”. As she said this, her eyes glinted and I could see a far
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away look in her face as one usually sees in people under the
power of hypnotism. Before I could react to what she had just
said, she fell on her knees once again and started chanting.
Initially it was in low tones. Then it gradually rose into loud
sobs and songs as she wrung her hands in supplication while a
copious flow of tears soon flooded her face. The sudden
commotion brought the nurses running into the room. Still
Oyoyo went on singing. She sang of the greatness of Holy
Michael and his powers. Her song in the same tune of the
Christian song Amazing Grace was sad and tugged at the
heartstrings.

Holy Michael, how sweet the sound,

that saved a wretch like me,

[ once was lost, but now am safe,

was blind but now I see.

As she sang, she genuflected, wept and rolled on the floor.
It was another ten minutes before she finally quietened down. I
told the nurses to excuse us. I then asked the question I had
wanted to ask since. “When did Michael start behaving
abnormally?”

Instead of answering my question, the woman again burst
into tears.

“It’s all my fault. I caused the whole problem... May the
good Lord forgive me...”

“How did you cause the problem?” I asked as calmly as
possible. .

“I was the one who brought the business that caused the
problem.”

“What business?”

“A friend of mine had a relative who was said to be
possessed by the evil spirit. I took her to the holy one who
agreed to exorcise the demon. 1t was while he was removing the
evil spirit that the demon jumped on him.”

“How do you know it jumped on him?”
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“Ha ha, that’s very easy to know. The possessed man
became well while the holy one started behaving just like the
sick man was before he was healed.”

“And what do you think caused that?” I asked.

“The devil of course. He’s trying to test our faith but by
God’s grace, he won’t succeed”.

“How much did your friend pay for the job?” I asked.

“Twenty-five thousand naira.”

“Twenty-five thousand? thats a lot of money.” I exclaimed.
“That’s more than the twenty thousand I understand the Prophet
needed for the repair of his taxi cab.” As I said this, the woman
suddenly looked startled.

“Who told you that?” she asked.

“Don’t worry about that... what was your own commission
out of the money?”

“Em... em... commission? what commission?”

“Oh come on Madam Oyoyo, the Proohet certainly pays
commissions for such jobs.”

The woman was now more startled than before.

“Who has been telling you all these things? What else did
they tell you?” she asked fearfully.

An idea suddenly came to my mind, an idea which I felt
would unravel the mystery behind the whole drama. For it
suddenly seemed to me that the genesis of the whole problem
had nothing to do with psychiatry. It was a strong gut feeling
which something in the manner of the woman told me could
never be wrong. She must have felt the same because in that
short instance when I tried to sort out my thoughts, she got
more rattled. In desperation, she went on her knees and faced
me.

“Please doctor, let me know what else you know about the
holy one. As I said before, he is my saviour. Without him I’n}
nothing and only to think that despite what he did for me I am
the cause of his problems...” she said as she again broke into
loud sobs.
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