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This book is dedicated to every member of my family, wherever they may be.

May the Lord bless us, protect us from evil and bring us to everlasting life.

Amen.
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Awa’s father was married to two wives. Awa’s mother was the younger wife. She had only one son, Awa. The elder wife had eight children.

Awa’s father fell seriously sick, but before he succumbed to his illness, he subdivided his land into two equal portions according to his wives. When he finally died, the younger wife and her child had no peace from the disgruntled family of the elder wife. They became victims of a vicious, shrewdly sustained character assassination, whose aim was to drive them away. 

Unable to handle the situation, within a short time, Awa’s mother died, leaving young Awa alone and unequipped to cope with a sinister and carefully orchestrated campaign to dispossess him of his portion of land.

Fearing for his life, he fled in the night to a distant region where he had heard that some of his kin had migrated to a long time ago. It was an arduous journey on foot that took many days across a jungle teeming with wild animals, gullies, and swift-running rivers. He was delirious, and his feet were so swollen that he could barely walk when he finally arrived and collapsed on the doorstep of the first house he reached.

The people there were compassionate and charitable, and he was nursed back to health. He settled there and started a family but never forgot where he came from and why. He could not believe his ears when his firstborn son told him one day that he wanted to return there. No amount of dissuasion could make him change his mind. This, then, is the story of his son, Peter Wakiyo, who was bold enough to face the challenges his father fled from.
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“I’ll bet this fellow is not circumcised, and this is the reason why he isolates himself like an old hermit because he doesn’t want it known,” proclaimed an agitated young man during one of their meetings. With little to do, this group of idle village youth met frequently. They were discussing a young man, Peter Wakiyo, who had recently moved to the area where his father owned a plot of land. Unlike them, he was busy daily on his farm and had no time for aimless socialization with fellow young men, hence the complaint and suspicion. Don’t be surprised if you face persecution when you choose to be different. Nevertheless, it is pretty rewarding to stick to what you believe is right, regardless of the opposition. It is what is called integrity. It is a virtue he acquired after attaining the age of reason.

Some people are adept at talking about others. They offer continual opinions and judgments and speak freely as if they have everything figured out. In a word, they are called rumour mongers.

And so, this young man’s remark aroused much excitement among those present. Their idle minds took an unnecessary interest in the matter. “We shall soon find out,” said their leader with a wry grin, “that we shall find out. Mark my word.”

Their leader was tall and sinewy, with unkempt hair and an equally shaggy beard. Apart from that and a deep voice, he had no other qualities to distinguish him as a leader. The other young men were unaware he was a disgruntled kin member of the young man they were discussing and had an axe to grind against him. 

The young man’s name was Peter Wakiyo, and in his tribe, it was uncustomary for a young man to reach his late teens without being circumcised. It was a rite of passage to be followed by every male without exception. You could not socialize with your counterparts who were circumcised when you were not, and your pecking order in society was lower. You were not a bull yet. You were no better than a little boy. You were a pariah, derided by everyone, all because you dreaded the pain of the knife.

Circumcision meant cutting the foreskin of one’s penis, and some feared the inevitable pain. The operation was not done under medical conditions - no anesthesia or such things. It was a group rite, where all the boys of a particular age would be taken to a river early one appointed morning and then paraded in a line. The surgeon would then cut each in turn, using one knife on all of them. It's no wonder some people did not want to undergo this experience. But the community instantly ostracized anyone who refused to undergo this rite. Unable to endure the shame, some young men fled their homes, never to return. 

And that was the genesis of these young men’s suspicion about Wakiyo. It was not the man Wakiyo, per se, that they had a problem with; no, the uncertainty of his status bothered them. They were only recently circumcised and were drunk with the euphoria of conquest. They had soared over the hurdle, and they could not share that joy with anyone uncircumcised. Hence their zeal. Was this fellow a man or a kihii? (a derogatory name for an uncircumcised person) they kept asking. After much debate, they concluded he was a kihii because of the way he walked, as though a kihii had a peculiar way of walking, discernible only by them – the circumcised lot. No wonder they now walked in a swagger – a strange gait of assumed self-importance, and some with their shirt collars raised and their heads held high as peacocks.

However, they did not seek the truth from Wakiyo. They condemned him maliciously as a kihii, unheard. They claimed he was portraying himself as a man when he was not. In their tribe, you were never a man, whatever your age, until you were circumcised.

Wasn’t it possible that he escaped the rite and came to hide among them? That was the first thing that came into their minds. And they were convinced it was the case. They did not seek any other possible explanation.

Did Wakiyo envisage such a problem before deciding to come and settle here? Did he know every eye would be suspiciously trained on him, watching his every move? Had he done thorough homework of what kind of people lived in this region? Was the problem he faced akin to the one his father faced thirty years ago? If he had done so, he would have hesitated to settle here.
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The originators of this rite in Wakiyo’s tribe had in mind the hygiene of the male member before a man had relations with a woman. The foreskin is a portent carrier of disease-causing microbes in a female. No male was expected to have sexual relations with a woman until he was circumcised and was now considered a man.

Is there something about male circumcision that made God order Abraham to be circumcised at a fairly ripe age? Not only was he circumcised, but he was ordered to circumcise all males in his household, including his servants. Since that time, all descendants of Abraham began to circumcise their male children on the eighth day after birth. Circumcision was a physical sign of the covenant between God and the Jewish people. It was a seal to show the promise of salvation to the nations of the earth that were to come through Abraham’s seed. It also indicated that filthy sin needs to be removed. By this act, God showed Abraham and those who were to be blessed through him that sin needed to be removed for salvation to occur. Circumcision indicated that salvation would come through blood and pain. It implied the passion of Jesus Christ, a descendant of Abraham, who died on the cross to redeem humankind from their sins and restore them to God the Father, after the fall that resulted when our first parents, Adam and Eve, rebelled against God.

Some communities in Wakiyo’s country have a similar rite, but for them, they do not cut off the foreskin of their penises, instead, they remove six front teeth of their lower jaw. Others circumcise infants in the tradition of the Jews. So it is a common rite among communities but observed differently.

After colonization by Western powers, some customs have disappeared, but circumcision has mysteriously endured.
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Wakiyo’s father, Awa, moved from the area when malicious kin, jealous of his inheritance from his father, accused him of being a witch. Still angry with his accusers his father would not hear of returning here. But that had not been a problem for Wakiyo. His mind was set on developing the farm his father had inherited. He saw it as a sleeping giant in terms of productivity that needed to be woken, a task he had entrusted himself. Until that was done, he had no time to socialize. He had set his mind on that as though on flint. If he had a hint of the young men’s sentiments, he ignored them to his detriment.
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However, the truth was that Wakiyo had undergone this rite about two years before he left his village. But these zealous young men had not bothered to ask him. They just speculated what they wanted to believe.

“Father,” he had addressed his father one day, “I want to get circumcised.”

His father, who was very fond of him, stopped what he was doing and looked at his firstborn son keenly, wondering where he got the idea from. Normally, it would have been his parental duty to inform his son that he was now big enough to get circumcised. Awa knew that when his son made up his mind, there was no way to make him change it. In his judgment, he could wait for another year or two. He was aware from experience that when the young men got circumcised, they grew horns and thought very highly of themselves, and in their pride became uncontrollable. It was as though the rite gave them a license to engage in all manner of immoral activities they could not have dared do before. I am a man now, they thought, I can do whatever I want. With this in mind, he asked Wakiyo, “Don’t you think you are not old enough for this rite?”

“Father,” he said, his eyes pleading, “there are quite a handful number of youth in this village, who are much younger than I and are already circumcised.”

“My son, listen to me,” his father said as he pondered Wakiyo’s words. “You do not do something without merit because others have done it.”

“But Father,” Wakiyo said undeterred, “is there any harm in getting circumcised when you are my age? Some societies circumcise even babies.”

His father was defeated and said: “There is no harm, my son, as long you continue behaving properly.”

“Does that mean that I can get circumcised then?” Wakiyo said joyfully.

“Yes. I will take you to the hospital when you’re ready.” Said his father.

“There is no need for you to take me. I can go there on my own.” Wakiyo said to demonstrate he was big enough.

“Suit yourself,” his father said, pleased that the old common rite had disappeared in that region, and the young men nowadays were circumcised in the hospital, under hygienic conditions.

Peter Wakiyo exuberantly hugged his father for joy. “Thank you, Father,” he said, beaming. His father said nothing except to smile, amazed by his son’s joy.
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Two days later, Wakiyo took a bus to the hospital. In the surgery room, there were five couches, each with a boy to be operated on. This gave him courage. He was not the only one. There is nothing to beat numbers to boost courage. After half an hour, the operation ended, and he could now call himself a man. He felt good; however, the return journey back home was not that comfortable. He had to ensure his shorts did not touch the raw wound, nevertheless, he managed to reach home despite walking in a tortoise’s pace.
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After healing and now having completed school, he again approached his father with another request: “Father, I wish to go and settle on our land in Metumi.”

His father studied him keenly, alarmed that what he had feared had come to be. He now thinks he is a grown-up man, he thought. After a long silence that sent jitters through Wakiyo’s mind, he said, “I thought you were set to join the university. As my firstborn son, that will make me feel fulfilled, as I did not make it there myself. During my youth, that was not a big deal, but it is now.”

Truly contrite, Wakiyo said, “I regret disappointing you, Father, but you know I take from you. I am an outdoor person, a farmer. Perhaps my younger siblings, like Jacob, who detests any form of manual work, might go there and become a doctor or somebody like that, but for me, I would never be happy outside farming.”

It was true that Wakiyo was an outdoor person. At school, he excelled in sports and was a formidable striker on his school’s soccer team.

Even though now happily settled in Kiawariua, no matter how much Awa tried to forget Metumi, it was always in his mind, weighing heavily upon it. The memory could not leave his mind.

“I will discuss the matter with your mother and then call a meeting for all family members to discuss the issue.” His father, who believed in democracy, calmly stated.

“Yes, Father,” he obediently replied.

That very evening, the family assembled, comprising of the parents, Wakiyo and his three sisters, and his only brother Jacob, who was the last born.

Awa wanted a large family to compensate for the brothers and sisters he never had as an only child.

When they had finished supper and cleared all the utensils, their father called their attention and said: “I have called all of you this evening because there is something Peter wants to tell us. Please pay attention to what he says, then make a decision accordingly.”

He turned to his wife and asked, “Mother, do you want to say something before Peter speaks?”

She shook her head and said, “Let us first ask God’s guidance and then listen to what Peter wants to tell us.”

The family being Catholic Christians, she led them into reciting our Lord’s prayer, a Hail Mary, and a Glory Be, and concluded with a short prayer of her own words, after which they responded, ‘Amen.’

She nodded to Wakiyo, who cleared his throat and, smiling at each member of the family, said,” I am very happy that I have completed my schooling, although it is true that learning never ends.” He paused briefly to scrutinize their faces to see whether he was doing well and satisfied he continued: “I want now to continue learning outside a classroom, in the area of my real passion, and to your surprise farming.”

One of his sisters, Njoki, interrupted and asked him, “You mean you are looking for a job on a farm? Where? I know of no big farms in this region, or are there?”

“Perhaps the farm size does not matter,” said Njeri, the other sister seated next to Njoki, “as long as it is a farm.”

It was evident that his siblings were greatly amused by this idea and were trying to pour water on it.

“In that case,” said Eunice, the youngest daughter, “he can be a farmer on our farm here, even though it is not very big. How much of it would he need?”

“Please allow your brother to explain,” their father said as he lovingly looked at each of his children. He loved them like the apple of his eye, and they, too, reciprocated his love. He and his wife were truly grateful to God for the gift of them. They felt blessed to see how their children respected and trusted them. Their love and grateful hearts truly humbled them, leading them to give endless thanks and glory to God. 

Wakiyo smiled his toothy smile to all of them and said, “Eunice is right. I want to be a farmer on our farm, but not this one here, but the other one in Metumi.”

Except for their parents, the siblings looked at each other, and with their eyes rolling, exclaimed, “Oh!”

They knew their father had a bigger land in Metumi, where he had immigrated from, but he did not want to talk about it, claiming it brought back bad memories he longed to forget. He had never taken them to see the land, not even their mother.  

“But Father, we have never even seen the land or has he?” They asked in confusion. Even though he was the firstborn, did he know something the rest did not know? they wondered.

Wakiyo turned to his father, who nodded and said. “That is the reason I called for this meeting so that we can discuss that issue, for indeed it is thorny. While I bought the land we occupy here, I inherited the land in Metumi. As I have told you before, my father had two wives, my mother being the youngest and I being her only child. His other wife had eight children: five daughters and three sons. When my father suffered a long illness, he decided to subdivide his land before he died. I and my mother were given half of his land. Naturally, this did not please the other wife and her children, but my father stuck to his decision. When my father finally died, my mother and I suffered a lot of harassment from the other wife and her children. It was too much for my mother, and she too eventually died, leaving me alone to face their wrath and weird allegations. So I fled the area and came to live here. I worked hard and bought the land we have here. I met your mother here and truly settled here.  We did not think of going back there to face such hostility. However, fearful of a curse, no other family member has ever dared set their foot on our land to this day.”

“How do you know, and you have never returned there? Jacob asked.

“I have an informer who briefs me about what is happening there,” he said. ‘People there are terrified of curses. My father had unequivocally stated that no one should touch our land. It is not so there, unlike people here who might disregard such matters to their detriment.”

His wife said, “Do you see the kind of problems that are brought by polygamy? God was not foolish when he created only Eve to be the spouse of Adam.”

“Indeed,” her husband agreed. “Unfortunately, human beings have insatiable hearts that always want more.”

Then Jacob asked, “Is that the reason you did not follow your father’s example and marry two wives when you came here?”

“Not really,” said Awa, smiling at Jacob. “When I came here and fell in love with your mother, as a Christian, she could not accept being married to someone who was not. So, I had to become a Christian and was baptized into the Catholic faith. I think it was by God’s mercy that he led me here and made me a Christian.”

“So, you were baptized as an adult?” asked Eunice.

“Yes, unlike all of you, who were baptized when infants,” Awa said, smiling fondly at them. “And I can tell you, I felt such joy that I still remember today. Truly, I was born again, and all my sins, both original and those I had committed all my life, were washed away. I became a child of God and a member of his Church. What an incredible gift. It was a joy beyond compare.”

“Were there other polygamous families in Metumi, and how were their lives? Jacob asked.

Jacob was inquisitive and full of questions, but Awa was always ready to answer them all, so he replied: “There were a number I knew of. You know it was a status symbol for a man of means to marry more than one wife. Unfortunately, in these families, there were always hostilities, bickering, jealousies, and selfish rivalries. There could be other reasons why a man married more than one wife. He might have stopped loving his wife for a myriad of reasons, but without exception, the result was always the same – strife. Where a man stuck to one wife, generally you found love, peace, joy, and harmony, although it was not a general rule, for you could still see separations and divorces, as it is even here.”

His wife who never lost an opportunity to teach her children said, “A partner for life is a gift from God.”

“I cannot agree with you more,” her husband said. “This is because the family, as the Pope, St. John Paul II noted, is placed at the centre of the great struggle between good and evil, between life and death, between love and all that is opposed to love. However, we have diverted from the purpose of our meeting.”

Njoki, who did not care much about land, asked, “Have you ever thought of selling this land at Metumi?”

“No,” Awa replied, “because it was my inheritance, and I have children who will need land. In my opinion, such land should not be sold but passed on to the progeny.”

“Does that therefore mean Peter will inherit that land from you alone?” asked Jacob, his voice full of jealousy. Their father mused that jealousy was not confined to his step-family alone. It was present even in his own family. And what harm it can cause! He prayed inwardly for his youngest son, that God may cure him of that disease. His daughters, perhaps aware that one day they would leave their home
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