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        Pioneers of a New
            Frontier

        My father was born in the last third of the
            nineteenth century, an era of great cultural, economic, and religious upheaval in Igbo
            land. His mother had died in her second childbirth, and his father, Achebe, a refugee
            from a bitter civil war, did not long survive his wife. And so my father was raised by
            his maternal uncle, Udoh.

        It was this maternal uncle, as fate would
            have it, who received in his compound the first party of English clergy in his town. The
            new arrivals, missionaries of a new religion, Christianity, had already
            “conquered” the Yoruba heartland and were expanding their footprint in Igbo
            land and the rest of southern Nigeria with their potent, irresistible tonic of
            evangelism and education. A story is told of how Udoh, a very generous and tolerant man,
            finally asked his visitors to move to a public playground on account of their singing,
            which he considered too dismal for a living man’s compound. But he did not
            discourage his young nephew from associating with the singers.1

        My father was an early Christian convert and
            a good student. By 1904 he was deemed to have received enough education at St.
            Paul’s Teachers College in Awka to be employed as a teacher and an evangelist in
            the Anglican Mission. He was a brilliant man, who deeply valued education and read a great deal—mainly the Bible and religious books, periodicals, and
            almanacs from the Church Mission Society.

        My mother, Janet Anaenechi Iloegbunam, was
            an extraordinary woman. As a student of the legendary missionary and evangelist Miss
            Edith Warner she received a primary school education, which was a phenomenal feat at the
            time, especially for a woman. My mother joined my father on his travels through much of
            Igbo land to spread the gospel.

        My parents were among the first of their
            people to successfully integrate traditional values with the education and new religion
            brought by the Europeans. I still marvel at how wholeheartedly they embraced strangers
            from thousands of miles away, with their different customs and beliefs.

        It is from these two outstanding and
            courageous individuals that my five siblings—Frank, Zinobia, John, Augustine, and
            Grace—and I got our deep love for education and the pursuit of knowledge.

        The Magical Years

        On November 16, 1930, in Nnobi, near my
            hometown of Ogidi, providence ushered me into a world at a cultural crossroads. By then,
            a long-standing clash of Western and African civilizations had generated deep
            conversations and struggles between their respective languages, religions, and
            cultures.

        Crossroads possess a certain dangerous
            potency. Anyone born there must wrestle with their multiheaded spirits and return to his
            or her people with the boon of prophetic vision, or accept, as I have, life’s
            interminable mysteries.

        My initiation into the complicated world of
            Ndi Igbo1 was
            at the hands of my mother and my older sister, Zinobia, who furnished me with a number of wonderful stories from our ancient Igbo tradition. The
            tales were steeped in intrigue, spiced with oral acrobatics and song, but always
            resolute in their moral message. My favorite stories starred the tortoise mbe,
            and celebrated his mischievous escapades. As a child, sitting quietly, mesmerized, story
            time took on a whole new world of meaning and importance. I realize, reminiscing about
            these events, that it is little wonder I decided to become a storyteller. Later in my
            literary career I traveled back to the magic of the storytelling of my youth to write my
            children’s books: How the Leopard Got His Claws, Chike and the
                River, The Drum: A Children’s Story, and The Flute.

        When I think about my mother the first
            thing that comes to my mind is how clearly the description “the strong, silent
            type” fit her. Mother was neither talkative nor timid but seemed to exist on
            several planes—often quietly escaping into the inner casements of her mind, where
            she engaged in deep, reflective thought. It was from her that I learned to appreciate
            the power and solace in silence.

        Mother’s education prepared her for
            leadership, and she distinguished herself in the church and as the head of a group of
            expatriate women from the ancient town of Awka who were married in Ogidi. She always
            treated others with respect and exuded a calm self-confidence. Mother brought a
            remarkable, understated elegance to every activity in which she engaged. She had a
            particularly attractive way of making sure she got her point across without being
            overbearing or intimidating. It is her peaceful determination to tackle barriers in her
            world that nailed down a very important element of my development—the willingness
            to bring about change gently.

        We were Christians, though the
            interreligious struggle was still evident in our time. There were occasions when one
            would suddenly realize there were sides, and one was on one or another.
            Perhaps the most important event that illustrates this was what has come to be known in
            my family as the “Kola nut incident.”

        The story came out that a neighbor who was a
            relative of mine and someone the Christians would refer to as “a heathen,”
            was passing on the road one day and watched quietly as my mother pulled down a small
            Kola nut branch from a tree in her compound and picked a ripe fruit. Now one often
            forgot that there were taboos about picking Kola nuts. Traditionally no one was allowed
            to pick them from the tree; they were supposed to ripen, fall, and then be collected
            from the ground, and by men—not by women. The Kola nut was a sacred fruit and had
            a very distinct and distinguished role to play in Igbo life and culture.

        The neighbor reported this incident to the
            menfolk, who then exaggerated the “insult to our traditions.” But Mother
            insisted that she had every right to pick the fruit, particularly from a tree in her own
            compound. I did not think up to that moment that my mother was a fighter. There was
            pressure to punish my mother, though it did not go anywhere in the end. Looking back,
            one can appreciate the fact that she had won a battle for Christianity, women’s
            rights, and freedom.

        The most powerful memories of my father are
            the ones of him working as a catechist and a teacher. He read constantly and had a small
            library. My father also had a number of collages and maps hanging on the walls, and
            books that he encouraged his children to read. He would often walk us through the house
            telling stories linked to each prized possession. It was from him that I was exposed to
            the magic in the mere title of William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s
                Dream and to an Igbo translation of John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s
                Progress.

        The Bible played an important role in my
            education. My parents often read passages out loud to us during prayer time and
            encouraged us, when we were all able, to read and memorize several passages. Sunday
            school continued this tradition of Christian evangelical education, this time with several other children from the village. Education was so
            important to my father that he often would sponsor a bright child from an
            underprivileged background, reminding us that he too, as an orphan, had received
            providence’s benefaction.

        The center of our family’s activities
            was St. Philip’s Church, Ogidi, a large Gothic-style parish church that my father
            helped establish. It was constructed on an impressive, open ilo, or piece of
            open grass, on the outskirts of Ogidi. It was an imposing structure for its time, built
            with wood, cement, mud, and stone. Local lore holds that my father took part in the
            building of the church from its foundations. My father also helped conduct Sunday
            service, translate sermons into Igbo, and arrange the sanctuary and vestry. I remember
            waking up early to help out, carrying his bag for him as we set out at cock crow for the
            parish church.

        Eucharist on Sundays often lasted more than
            two hours. For those who were not asleep by the end of the proceedings, the fire and
            brimstone sermons from the pulpit made attendance worthwhile. There was an occasional
            outburst of uncontrollable laughter, when the rector, an Englishman, enthusiastically
            drank all the remaining wine at the end of communion, wiping his mouth with the back of
            his hand. A crowd favorite was the inaccurate translations of Igbo words into English,
            such as the word ike, which is an Igbo word that can mean
            “strength” or “buttocks” depending on the skill or mischief of
            the translator!

        I can say that my whole artistic career was
            probably sparked by this tension between the Christian religion of my parents, which we
            followed in our home, and the retreating, older religion of my ancestors, which
            fortunately for me was still active outside my home. I still had access to a number of
            relatives who had not converted to Christianity and were called heathens by the new
            converts. When my parents were not watching I would often sneak off in the evenings to
            visit some of these relatives. They seemed so very content in their traditional way of
            life and worship. Why would they refuse to become Christians, like
            everyone else around them? I was intent on finding out.

        My great-uncle, Udoh Osinyi, was able to
            bestride both worlds with great comfort. He held one of the highest titles in all of
            Igbo land—ozo. I was very interested in my great-uncle’s religion,
            and talking to him was an enriching experience. I wouldn’t give up anything for
            that, including my own narrow, if you like, Christian background.

        In Igbo cosmology there are many gods. A
            person could be in good stead with one god and not the other—ogwugwu
            could kill a person despite an excellent relationship with udo. As a young
            person that sort of complexity meant little to me. A later understanding would reveal
            the humility of the traditional religion with greater clarity. Igbo sayings and proverbs
            are far more valuable to me as a human being in understanding the complexity of the
            world than the doctrinaire, self-righteous strain of the Christian faith I was taught.
            This other religion is also far more artistically satisfying to me. However, as a
            catechist’s son I had to suppress this interest in our traditions to some extent,
            at least the religious component. We were church people after all, helping the local
            church spread Christianity.

        The relationship between my father and his
            uncle Udoh was instructive to me. There was something deep and mystical about it,
            judging from the reverence I heard in my father’s voice whenever he spoke about
            his old uncle.

        My father was a man of few words, and I have
            always regretted that I did not ask him more questions. But he took pains to tell me
            what he thought I needed to know. He told me, for instance, in a rather oblique way of
            his one attempt to convert his uncle Udoh. It must have been in my father’s
            youthful, heady, proselytizing days! His uncle pointed to the awesome row of insignia of
            his three titles—ichi ozo, ido idemili, ime omaalor.
            “What shall I do to these?” he asked my father. It was an awesome question. He had essentially asked: “What do I do to who I am? What do I
            do to history?”

        An orphan child born into adversity, heir to
            the commotions, barbarities, and rampant upheavals of a continent in disarray—it
            was not at all surprising that my father would welcome the remedy proffered by diviners
            and interpreters of a new word of God. But my great-uncle, a leader in his community, a
            moral, open-minded man, a prosperous man who had prepared such a great feast when he
            took the ozo title that his people gave him a praise name for it—was he
            to throw all that away because some strangers from afar had said so?

        At first glance it seemed to me that my
            father, a deeply religious man, was not tolerant of our ancient traditions and religion.
            As he got older, however, I noticed that he became more openly accommodating of the old
            ways of doing things. By this time he had developed quite a reputation as a pious,
            disciplined, honest catechist. He was widely known as onye nkuzi (“the
            teacher”), and the villagers found him very trustworthy. Strangers would often
            drop off valuables at our house for Father’s safe-keeping.

        Those two—my father and his
            uncle—formed the dialectic that I inherited. Udoh stood fast in what he knew, but
            he also left room for my father to seek other answers. The answer my father found in the
            Christian faith solved many problems, but by no means all.

        As a young person my perspective of the
            world benefited, I think, from this dichotomy. I wasn’t questioning in an
            intellectual way which way was right, or better. I was simply more interested in
            exploring the essence, the meaning, the worldview of both religions. By approaching the
            issues of tradition, culture, literature, and language of our ancient civilization in
            that manner, without judging but scrutinizing, a treasure trove of discovery was opened
            up to me.

        I often had periods of oscillating faith as
            I grew older, periods of doubt, when I quietly pondered, and deeply
            questioned, the absolutist teachings or the interpretations of religion. I struggled
            with the certitude of Christianity—“I am the Way, the Truth and the
            Life”—not its accuracy, because as a writer one understands that there
            should be such latitude, but the desolation, the acerbity of its meaning, the lack of
            options for the outsider, the other. I believe that this question has subconsciously
            deeply influenced my writing. This is not peculiar or particularly unique, as many
            writers, from Du Bois to Camus, Sartre and Baldwin to Morrison, have also struggled with
            this conundrum of the outsider, the other, in other ways, in their respective
            locales.

        My father had a lot of praise for the
            missionaries and their message, and so do I. I am a prime beneficiary of the education
            that the missionaries made a major component of their enterprise. But I have also
            learned a little more skepticism about them than my father had any need for. Does it
            matter, I ask myself, that centuries before European Christians sailed down to us in
            ships to deliver the Gospel and save us from darkness, other European Christians, also
            sailing in ships, delivered us to the transatlantic slave trade and unleashed darkness
            in our world?

        Every generation must recognize and embrace
            the task it is peculiarly designed by history and by providence to perform. From where I
            stand now I can see the enormous value of my great-uncle, Udoh Osinyi, and his example
            of fidelity. I also salute my father, Isaiah Achebe, for the thirty-five years he served
            as a Christian evangelist and for all the benefits his work, and the work of others like
            him, brought to our people. My father’s great gift to me was his love of education
            and his recognition that whether we look at one human family or we look at human society
            in general, growth can come only incrementally.

        A Primary
            Exposure

        I began my formal education at St.
            Philip’s Central School, in 1936 or thereabout. The school had pupils from Ogidi
            and the surrounding towns. Most who attended classes there had to walk alone several
            miles every day to get to school. But things were simpler and safer in those days, and
            there was never a story of child abductions or any unsavory incidents that I can
            recall.

        I enjoyed school a great deal and was a
            hardworking pupil. I remember looking forward excitedly to new lessons and information
            from our teachers. Occasionally we received instruction from individuals who were not on
            the staff of St. Philip’s. One particular, humorous event stands out: On a hot and
            humid day during the wet season our geography teacher decided to move our entire class
            outside to the cool shade of a large mango tree. After setting up the blackboard he
            proceeded to give the class a lesson on the geography of Great Britain. The village
            “madman” came by, and after standing and listening to the teacher’s
            lesson for a short while, walked up to him, snatched the chalk from his hand, wiped the
            blackboard, and proceeded to give us an extended lesson on Ogidi, my hometown.

        Amazingly, the teacher let all this take
            place without incident. Looking back, it is instructive, in my estimation, that it was a
            so-called madman whose “clarity of perspective” first identified the
            incongruity of our situation: that the pupils would benefit not only from a colonial
            education but also by instruction about their own history and civilization.

        The headmaster of St. Philip’s
            Central School was a colorful, extraordinary Igbo man—Jonathan Obimdike Okongwu.
            He was also known as: Ara eme ya eme na uno akwukwo Okongwu or Ara eme ya
                eme, for short.1 He was one of a handful of Nigerians who had
            attained the distinction of headmaster of an elementary school. His reputation as a
            disciplinarian sent chills down the spines of all pupils throughout the Eastern Region.
            St. Philip’s school lore holds that he once spanked every pupil in every class in
            each form of the entire school in one day—and continued the very next day where he
            left off!2
            Okongwu’s unorthodox methods produced top scores on exams, which placed his
            students in the best boarding schools throughout West Africa, and made him one of the
            most sought after headmasters in the entire region.3

        Okongwu was transferred to St.
            Michael’s School, Aba, a well-regarded school in one of the largest commercial
            cities in eastern Nigeria. Chike Momah and Dr. Francis Egbuonu, who later became
            students at Government College, Umuahia, completed their elementary school education
            there. My wife, Christie Okoli, for a brief period, also attended that school. Christie
            recalls being the only one in her class to evade Mr. Okongwu’s cane during a
            spelling lesson. The word that produced a score of sore bottoms was
            “because.” For every word missed the pupil was “rewarded” with a
            spanking. The majority of the pupils came up with “becos, becus, or becoz.”
            They never forgot how to spell because ever again.

        Okongwu was a pillar of the Igbo community
            for his time. He was extensively admired for his achievements in education. It is
            difficult to convey just how important teachers like Okongwu, who were seriously
            committed to their work, were to the Igbo community, particularly as that is no longer
            the case today. Education, the white man’s knowledge, was a collective aspiration
            of the entire community. It was the path to individual and family success, and
            headmaster Okongwu and others like him held the proverbial keys to the kingdom.

        Okongwu was a generous man and sponsored a
            number of children in various schools in Nigeria and abroad. There is a well-known story
            of how he sent one of his nephews to America to study. He clearly had great expectations for his nephew. In those days, men like Okongwu, who had
            the means, sent family members abroad to advance their education with the hope that they
            would return and improve the standard of living of their family and community.
            Apparently this nephew did quite well and earned his PhD. Sadly, just before he returned
            to Nigeria, he became quite ill and died. Okongwu was devastated.4

        The last time I saw Okongwu was at the train
            station in Enugu, the capital of the Eastern Region. He came there to see his son Sonny
            Chu Okongwu off to Government College, Umuahia. He was standing, leaning on the railing
            with his right hand holding on to the bars. He spotted me from a distance and called me
            over, introduced me to his son, and asked me to “take care of Sonny at Government
            College.” It struck me that the senior Okongwu appeared unhappy. The loss of his
            nephew clearly had taken a lot out of him.

        Leaving Home

        For a brief period I spent some time living
            with my older brother John, who was working at Central School, Nekede, as a teacher. My
            father had wanted John to follow in his footsteps and become a teacher too. John was a
            gifted student and successfully fulfilled that dream.

        It was John who, quite wisely, thought my
            own education would be enhanced if I lived with him in a school environment. So I packed
            up my few belongings and set out with my older brother to Nekede, near the present
            capital of Imo state, Owerri, about eighty miles from my ancestral home of Ogidi.
            That was the first year I spent away from my parents, and at the time Nekede seemed like
            a distant country.

        John enrolled me in Central School, where I
            prepared for my entrance examination into Government College. The regional center for
            the exam was St. Michael’s School, and John helped me make the trip from Nekede to Aba. Before I arrived Okongwu apparently announced to the students
            of St. Michael’s, in Igbo: “Onwe nwa onye Ogidi ana akpo Albert Achebe,
                na akwadobe inene akwukwo-a; oga ama unu nmili.” (The loose translation
            is: “There is a young man called Albert Achebe from Ogidi, who is coming to take
            the entrance examination with the students in this school. … [H]e will beat
            all of you in all subjects in the examination.”1) This, clearly, did not endear me to my
            fellow pupils at St. Michael’s but piqued the interest of future longtime friends,
            like the brilliant Chike Momah.

        Afterward I returned to Nekede for the
            remainder of the school year. Nekede was a treasure trove of Igbo culture. Our ancient
            traditions continued to fascinate me, and I sought an alternative education outside the
            classroom, from the local villagers. The old men in Nekede spoke respectfully about the
            Otamiri River and the chief deity for which it is named. The Otamiri deity is a female
            who, according to legend, purified the land of evil and would claim the lives of
            interlopers who wandered into the area for mischief. It was said that no one had ever
            drowned in her waters unless they had committed evil deeds or contemplated diabolical
            acts.

        It was in Nekede that I was introduced to
                mbari and the sophistication of Igbo phenomenological thought. The Owerri
            Igbo, who lived near Owerri township, saw mbari as art engaged in the process
            and celebration of life. A mud house was often built with decorated walls and crowned
            with either corrugated metal or a thatch roof made of intricately woven palm leaves and
            spines. Inside, center stage on an elevated mud platform, an observer would find
            life-size sculptures of the constituent parts of the Owerri Igbo world:
            Alusi—deities—such as Otamiri and Ani, the earth goddess; and men, women,
            children, soldiers, animals, crops, and foreigners (mainly Europeans), all seated. The
            inclusion of the Europeans, a great tribute to the virtues of African tolerance and
            accommodation, was an example of the positive acknowledgment of strangers who had
            ventured into their midst. There would also be depictions from ancient
            mythology, as well as scourges, diseases, and other unpleasant things. The purpose of
            this art form was to invoke protection from the gods for the people through the
            celebration of the world these villagers lived in—in other words, through art as
                celebration.2

        The Formative Years at Umuahia
            and Ibadan

        It was not long after my foray into the
            metaphysical world of the Owerri Igbo that I was to leave my traditional classroom in
            the forests of Nekede for the second stage of my formal education, secondary school.
            There is a certain sense of mystery that I feel when I look back to those times, because
            things we encounter in life that leave the greatest impressions on us are usually not
            clear.

        My elder brother John was a very brilliant
            man. I still say he was the most brilliant of all of us. He was very eloquent, and he
            would correct my spoken English. I often wondered about John. … How did he
            gain such control of the English language? John had not been to university but had
            received a secondary school education at Dennis Memorial Grammar School (DMGS) in
            Onitsha. All my brothers attended this legendary school, which had been built by the
            Church Mission Society—Frank had attended, John went there, and it was where
            Augustine was to go. The school was very imposing, with its red earth—brick,
            limestone-and-wood colonial architecture accentuated by Doric columns, and
            cathedral-height roofs. And their uniform—the dark red shirt, pants, and
            cap—was very impressive. DMGS was the place.

        In 1944, I took a national entrance
            examination for the British public schools of the day, and I also was admitted to Dennis
            Memorial Grammar School and Government College, Umuahia. Now when John
            was told that I had been admitted to both Umuahia and his alma mater, with full
            scholarships to both, he suggested I go to Umuahia. Though Umuahia’s location was
            very remote, its status as a “government college,” set up by the colonial
            government, reassured my parents. Following a period of deliberation and debate, the
            consensus in my family was that I go to this fairly new school in faraway Umuahia, even
            though we had no relatives there.

        I also privately wished to go to Government
            College, Umuahia, because I wanted to do something different from my brothers. Umuahia,
            a new elite boarding school established in 1929, was rapidly developing a reputation as
            the Eton of the East, and I fancied receiving an education akin to the royals of
            England!

        The Anglican Protestants of the Church
            Mission Society, as well as the Methodists, Baptists, and Roman Catholics, had built
            missionary schools throughout the South and Middle Belt of Nigeria. These new government
            colleges—exemplified by Government College, Umuahia, and Government College,
            Ibadan—were built to continue the tradition of educational excellence established
            by even older secondary schools, King’s College and Queen’s College, both in
            Lagos. Between these four schools—King’s, Queen’s, Umuahia, and
            Ibadan—we had some of the very best secondary schools in the British Empire. As a
            group, these schools were better endowed financially, had excellent amenities, and were
            staffed with first-rate teachers, custodians, instructors, cooks, and librarians. Of
            course today, under Nigerian control, these schools have fallen into disrepair, and are
            nothing like they were in their heyday.

        Shortly after taking the national entrance
            examination I received a letter in the mail addressed to me explaining that I was under
            consideration for admission to Umuahia. That had to be the first letter I had ever
            received in my life.

        I traveled to Umuahia to be interviewed by a
            former principal, a very tall and large man—I believe his name
            was Mr. Thorp. My interviewer first asked why I did not reply to the letter he wrote me
            offering me admission. I said I did not know that I was supposed to reply, and he picked
            up a copy of the letter and read, “Please acknowledge receipt.” I did not
            know the meaning of that phrase, and I said to myself, “Well, I am not getting in
            at this point.” But after a little more conversation he gave me admission to his
            school.

        As the first day of school approached I was
            overtaken by a sense of excitement and trepidation. I had never been to Umuahia before
            my interview; in fact, I did not know of anyone who had been to Umuahia. I was to travel
            first by lorry to Enugu, and then by train to Umuahia.

        I arrived at Umuahia railway station alone.
            A man and his son approached me. The man asked me whether I was going to Umudike, the
            village where the secondary school was located, and I replied “Yes, sah.” He
            was going there too, with his son. They had hired two bicycles, and he suggested I ride
            with them. I carried his son, who was considerably smaller than I, on the handlebars of
            the bicycle to Umudike, which was about three and a half miles from the railway
            station.

        As we sped off, I kept thanking this man for
            the help. I was completely surprised at the hospitality and warmth that greeted me on my
            first day in school. His son became a friend, naturally, because he was the first
            “Umuahian” I had met. Later that semester I would discover that this lad,
            who would become a renowned physician, Dr. Francis Egbuonu, had come to Umuahia from St.
            Michael’s School, Aba. It was, coincidentally, the very same school that another
            very close friend of mine, Chike Momah, had attended.

        THE UMUAHIA
            EXPERIENCE

        Government College, Umuahia, was built on a
            sprawling, parklike campus at the fringes of a tropical forest. The grounds were dotted
            with large evergreen trees on well-maintained lawns and crisscrossed by
            hand-crafted stone pathways that were bordered by manicured hedges. The
            buildings—wood-framed brick-and-stucco bungalows surrounded by wide
            verandas—were adorned with shuttered windows and crowned with large metal roofs.
            The vaulted-ceiling design also enhanced ventilation and tempered the tropical heat.
            Most of the structures rested on elevated foundations or stilts—to protect them
            from floods and to keep termites, wild animals, serpents, and rodents out.

        There were three dormitories at
            Umuahia—the Niger, Nile, and School houses. I was assigned to Niger house and once
            there unpacked my few belongings in my dormitory locker. In my time the school had about
            two hundred students, and our lives were strictly regimented, with literally every hour
            slated for an activity.

        One of the most thrilling peculiarities of
            the Umuahia experience was the culture of playing cricket. Not all secondary schools in
            the area played the game; soccer was far more commonplace. Cricket matches were often
            organized between: Government College, Umuahia; King’s College, Lagos; Government
            College, Ibadan; and a few other elite secondary schools.

        Umuahia had a huge cricket field, which had
            a beautiful grass lawn and a clear sand pitch area with wooden wickets. It was cared for
            almost more carefully than grass anywhere else in the school. In the afternoons, cricket
            matches were packed, and the bleachers and grandstands had scarcely an empty spot.

        Cricket was not a game that I knew anything
            about before coming to Umuahia. Over time I began to appreciate that this was a very
            important global sport, and that it was very popular in literally every part of the
            British Empire. The schoolmasters referred to the game as one for
            “gentlemen” and made sure Umuahia athletes played it
            “properly”—dressed in immaculate white shirts and trousers, gloves,
            knee-high pads, and helmets. I was not known for my athletic ability, but Chike Momah and Christopher Okigbo were particularly good batsmen and bowlers of
            the sport.

        Christopher Okigbo was a very extraordinary
            person. He was two years below me, but Christopher was not one to allow two years to get
            in his way. He quickly became one of my closest friends.

        He was born in Ojoto, in Anambra state, and
            came from a highly talented family, part of the so-called Okigbo trio of intellectual
            giants that included his older brother, the late legendary economist Dr. Pius Okigbo,
            and their cousin Professor Bede Okigbo, the renowned agronomist.1

        Christopher was just somebody you could not
            ignore or suppress. He struck people because he was so energetic, and so fearless. He
            was somebody who would walk into a room, sit down, and start learning to play the school
            piano without any prior exposure. He had an innate understanding of what was required to
            play the instrument without the regimented, torturous, orthodox lessons. Christopher was
            a talented artist and a sports hero, and he had a keen mind that won him the admiration
            of many of the British schoolmasters. He quickly became very popular throughout
            Umuahia.

        His reputation for mischievous exploits
            preceded him. I think the first time he got the attention of the entire school was when
            the principal, William Simpson, decided that there was a lot of food waste coming from
            the kitchen; in other words, it seemed we were being given too much food to eat! Simpson
            decided to give food not according to one’s academic year—the pupils in the
            higher classes were given more food than those in the junior classes. Simpson felt that
            this practice was not a very good idea, and that it led to a waste of food. A better
            arrangement, he thought, was for people to be given food according to their weight.
            Before we knew what was happening, Christopher, who was slightly built, had talked with
            the dining prefect, and we noticed that he was now in the food equivalent of
            heavyweights, receiving more food than his classmates!

        There was a strong culture
            of meritocracy and a very high quality of instruction at Umuahia. I quickly noticed that
            there were very bright boys in my class, yet there was a sense of friendly competition
            that pervaded our academic life. I made friends gradually at school, at first mainly
            with pupils I met in the dormitory, then with a number of others in the classroom,
            through partnerships that the class master set up for assignments and projects. Benjamin
            Uzochukwu became one of my closest friends at the beginning of the first semester; he
            later qualified as an engineer, after studying in Great Britain, and became the director
            of the Federal Department of Public Works in Lagos.

        Ekpo Etien Inyang was another close friend.
            He was one of my most brilliant classmates—he became a physician—but
            unfortunately he later committed suicide. We had very different backgrounds, especially
            in terms of religion. When he arrived at Umuahia, the school officials discovered that
            he had not been baptized. Most of us did not ask fellow pupils whether they were
            baptized or not; one just assumed that if you were a Christian you would have been. But
            Inyang’s father was not a particularly religious person. So when he became an
            upperclassman Inyang decided to be baptized, and after subjecting himself to the
            religion classes and preparation that were required, he asked me to be his godfather. So
            I had a godson who was the same age as me. That was quite an extraordinarily moving
            gesture on his part, to ask me to step in on his behalf in this capacity.

        Six of us, including Inyang and me, were
            promoted to the second-year from the first-year class during our second term at Umuahia.
            Students with a record of excellent work and who were the best performers in their
            respective years were combined into a larger second-year class. It was an honor, but it
            also meant that I began to see a large majority of my contemporaries from my first-year
            class less often, including my close friends Ben Uzochukwu and Chike Momah.

        English was the language of instruction at
            Government College, Umuahia. It was at Umuahia that I first truly
            understood the power and importance of that unifying language. The schoolmasters, well
            aware that Nigeria had over 250 ethnic groups, had very carefully enrolled students from
            every nook and cranny of the nation, where possible. While African languages and writing
            should be developed, nurtured, and preserved, how else, I would wonder later, would I
            have been able to communicate with so many boys from different parts of the country and
            ethnic groups, speaking different languages, had we not been taught one language?

        Many of our teachers at the time were alumni
            from Cambridge, the University of London, and other major British institutions of higher
            learning. They included A. P. L. Slater, who was fondly called “Apples” by
            his close associates and a few of us who were his former students. Shortly after I left
            Umuahia, the duo R. H. Stone, a biology instructor, and A. B. Cozens, a onetime
            principal of the college, arrived. Together Stone and Cozens published a very famous
            biology textbook called Biology for Tropical Schools that was used throughout
            Africa and beyond.

        It was at Umuahia that I continued the
            introduction to the work of William Shakespeare that my father had first made possible,
            as well as to Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery, Swift’s
                Gulliver’s Travels, Dickens’s David Copperfield, and
            Stevenson’s Treasure Island. We were blessed to have had energetic,
            egalitarian principals such as the Reverend Robert Fisher and W. C. Simpson, who created
            and encouraged, respectively, the “textbook act”—a time between 4:00
                P.M. and 6:00 P.M. when all textbooks had to be put
            away and novels picked up and read.

        Reading these books was a transforming
            experience, and I have written elsewhere about the influence Umuahia had in educating
            many of the pioneers of modern African literature—Vincent Chukwuemeka Ike,
            Christopher Okigbo, Elechi Amadi, I. N. C Aniebo, Chike Momah, Gabriel Okara, and later
            Ken Saro-Wiwa. Less often stated is the role the school played in producing leaders in
            the fine arts, such as Ben Enwonwu, and politics, such as Jaja
            Wachukwu, Nigeria’s first speaker of the House of Representatives and later
            ambassador to the United Nations. Umuahia turned out other stars, such as Okoi Arikpo,
            Dr. E. M. L. Endeley, and N. U. Akpan. The school also produced respected African
            intellectuals such as: the agronomist Professor Bede Okigbo; the physician and First
            Republic Minister of Health J. O. J. Okezie; Chu Okongwu, a former minister of finance;
            Kelsey Harrison, a renowned professor of obstetrics; and musician and professor Laz
            Ekwueme, among others.

        We went through the designated courses in
            secondary school, and the last examination that we took was the Cambridge School
            Certificate exam. There were four classifications of grades: A for distinction, C for
            credit, P for pass, and F for fail. Most pupils at Umuahia passed all their subjects. I
            passed my school certificate exam with five distinctions and one credit. Inyang passed
            with six distinctions and one credit. I narrowly graduated top of the class only because
            the distinctions that I got were higher in the courses that I took despite the fact that
            Inyang had more As in more courses. Whatever the case, I held Mr. Inyang in great
            esteem, especially as he had an A in literature while I had a credit.

        As I was completing my secondary school
            education at Government College, Umuahia, the colonial government announced that it was
            predisposed to building a University College in West Africa. There was some kind of
            competition—would it be in the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana) or in Nigeria? So a
            high-powered commission under Walter Elliott was sent to survey the situation on the
            ground. Such was the reputation of Government College, Umuahia, that the commission paid
            us a visit and spent a whole weekend at our school. Most of them came to chapel service
            on Sunday morning, but Julian Huxley, the biologist, roamed our extensive grounds,
            watching exotic birds with binoculars. The Elliott Commission report led to the
            foundation of Nigeria’s first university institution: a university college at
            Ibadan in a special relationship with London.

        I finished secondary school
            and literally walked into University College, Ibadan! Well, maybe not walked in. There
            was a nationwide examination, and I came in first or second in the country. I won what
            was called a “major” scholarship.2

        I grew up at a time when the colonial
            educational infrastructure celebrated hard work and high achievement, and so did our
            families and communities. Government College, Umuahia, was so proud of my work that they
            put up a big sign announcing my performance in the national entrance examination. That
            notice stayed on the wall for years. My family was very pleased with my school
            performance, from the end of primary school through to this time. No matter that I was
            not known for my athletic ability; they encouraged me to read voraciously, taking great
            pleasure in my nickname: Dictionary.

        A very distinguished member of the colonial
            educational system—a British gentleman—who was also the chairman of some
            important colonial council, heard about my entrance examination result and came to our
            house to greet me. Now, I had never encountered such a thing before. Surely people of
            that distinction did not call on children? But here was this man, who was a very
            important person in the British educational system, who thought that my work deserved
            encouragement, recognition, and a visit from him. So clearly I had a good beginning.

        As a young man, surrounded by all this
            excitement, it seemed as if the British were planning surprises for me at every turn,
            including the construction of a new university! It is, of course, only a joke, but I am
            sure many of my colleagues shared similar feelings. Here we were, a whole generation of
            students who really could not have had any clear idea of going to university until these
            events began to unfold.

        It was a remarkable group—Chike Momah,
            Flora Nwapa, Mabel Segun, Ben Obumselu, Emmanuel Obiechina, Kelsey Harrison, Gamaliel
            Onosode, Wande Abimbola, Iya Abubakar, Adiele Afigbo, Igwe Aja-Nwachukwu, Theophilus
            Adeleke Akinyele, Grace Alele Williams, Mohammed Bello, Elechi Amadi. A
            bit later Wole Soyinka, J. P. Clark, Oluwokayo Oshuntokun, M. J. C. Echeruo, Christopher
            Okigbo, Ayo Bamgbose, Christine Okoli (my future wife), Emeka Anyaoku, Chukwuemeka Ike,
            Abiola Irele, Zulu Sofola, and several others. These young men and women came from all
            over the country—from elite secondary schools modeled on the public schools of
            England—Government College, Umuahia, Dennis Memorial Grammar School, Government
            College, Ibadan, and Abeokuta, King’s College, Lagos, and Queen’s College,
            Lagos.

        THE IBADAN
            EXPERIENCE

        Umuahia had a large contingent of students
            admitted to University College, Ibadan, with a number of students winning at least minor
            scholarships.

        I received my scholarship to study medicine
            at Ibadan. I wanted to be in the arts but felt pressure to choose medicine instead.
            After a year of work I changed to English, history, and theology, but by so doing I lost
            the bursary and was left with the prospect of paying tuition.

        I remember what the dean of the Faculty of
            Arts, Professor E. A. Cadle, said to me when I went to ask to be moved from the sciences
            to the arts: in order to get into the arts I had to have taken a school certificate exam
            in Latin, which was not taught at Umuahia. I was faced with a difficult dilemma and
            spent some time thinking about the ramifications of taking extra courses in Latin.

        But providence had other plans. Soon after
            my conversation with Professor Cadle an announcement came through from the University of
            London, our parent institution, indicating that it was dropping the Latin requirement
            for admission into the Faculty of Arts. The University of London argued that the native
            languages of students from the British Commonwealth could stand in for the Latin
            requirement. I was elated. I went back and asked Professor Cadle for
            admission into the Arts Faculty. He brought out my file and told me that I was admitted
            on the basis of my performance in physics and chemistry. He wanted reassurance from me
            that I would be able to make such a fundamental shift in academic focus and maintain
            good grades. After a little more conversation, he admitted me to study English, history,
            and theology, and I moved from medicine to the Arts Faculty.

        My older brother Augustine Achebe, an
            engineer by training, had returned from his studies in England and had landed a good
            job. On learning that I had lost my bursary, Augustine gave me money he had saved up for
            his annual leave so that I could pay the university tuition and continue my studies,
            which I did, very pleasantly.

        After graduation I did not have to worry
            about where I would go next. The system was so well organized that as we left university
            most of us were instantly absorbed into civil service, academia, business, or industry.
            We trusted—I did, anyway—the country and its rulers to provide this
            preparatory education and then a job to serve my nation. I was not disappointed. I went
            home to my village at the end of the holiday and visited a secondary school within my
            district, called the Merchants of Light, in Oba, near Ogidi. I asked the principal to
            give me a job as an English teacher. And he did!

        It helped that my colleague J. O. C. Ezeilo
            had completed a short tenure at the same school and recommended it to me. Ezeilo is
            often described as Nigeria’s leading mathematician, alongside Chike Obi. Ezeilo
            graduated from University of London in 1953, with a first class honors in mathematics,
            an amazing feat by any measure, and particularly extraordinary for the time. He would go
            on to receive his PhD from Queens’ College, University of Cambridge, in 1958, and
            then rise rapidly through the Nigerian academic ranks to become vice chancellor of the
            University of Nigeria, Nsukka, and several other Nigerian institutions of higher
                learning.3

        Meeting Christie
            and Her Family

        The school building at Merchants of Light
            was in disrepair and had a very small library. I would often encourage my students to
            read by bringing in a copy of the newspaper or by making a few more books from my own
            library available to them. Like most young people, they were enthusiastic and interested
            pupils. I spent about four months at this job. It was known to all that this would be a
            temporary position, what the Americans call “a summer job,” because I had my
            eyes farther afield.

        A few months later, in 1954, I was notified
            of a job opening at what was then called the Nigerian Broadcasting Service (NBS) in
            Enugu. I was offered a choice by the search committee of coming to Enugu to interview or
            having them come to me. I remember feeling quite entitled by this choice and proceeded
            to enjoy the privilege by asking them to come to me, which they did. The team of mainly
            Britons left to return to Enugu after an hour or so of interview questions. About a week
            or so later I received a letter in the mail offering me a job, so I moved to Enugu. I
            enjoyed my stint at the broadcasting house. Promotions came rapidly, and within a very
            short period of time I had become the controller of the Nigerian Broadcasting Service
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