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Dedication

‘If you want to know a country, read its writers.’

—Aminatta Forna, ‘Survival instincts’, Guardian, April 24, 2009



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication
 
Introduction

Clarion Calls Ayọ̀bámi Adébáyọ̀

Home History Caleb Femi

Father’s Land Umar Turaki

Of Country and Reverie Irenosen Okojie

A Brief History of Suya. Inua Ellams

Coming to Lagos Helon Habila

Still Becoming Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

Elephants and Giraffes Oyinkan Akande

Against Enough J K Chukwu

Life is a Marketplace Chịkọdịlị Emelụmadụ	

Rites of Passage Anietie Isong

Until We Meet Again Hafsa Zayyan

Nostalgia is an Extreme Sport Lola Shoneyin

Amaechina Chika Unigwe

One Season, Many Decades, Abubakar Adam Ibrahim

War and Peace Okey Ndibe

A Banner Without Stain Ike Anya

Pride and Punishment Chigozie Obioma

Contradictions Bolu Babalola

Nulli Secundus Nels Abbey

#RepresentationMatters: The Oppressor in the Mirror Yomi Adegoke

Education as Saviour Cheluchi Onyemelukwe

Renewal Sefi Atta

You Are Not Going Back Abi Daré 

Footnotes

Acknowledgements

About the Authors

About the Publisher



Introduction

In September 2020, while the world was locked inside, people were once again falling into other worlds, through podcasts, through films, through TV, through books. Books in particular became a new haven for those who found themselves lost during the pandemic. In the books they read, they discovered solace and escape among the stories created by different writers and visited different cities, cultures and histories on every page. 

As avid readers ourselves, we couldn’t help but notice how many of the stories being acquired, published and widely read were written by Nigerians, nor could we deny the exceptional quality of their work. From prizewinners to emerging talent, Nigerian writers were topping charts globally and making an impact not only within the publishing industry, but outside it too. 

We realized that storytelling among Nigerians wasn’t just a coincidence, but part of a national and cultural inheritance. We knew then that to bring so many of those writers together would be something special, and that in doing so, we – two Nigerian women – could enable readers to explore Nigeria through the memories and experiences of the phenomenal writers it has produced. After narrowing down an extensive list of incredible writers, we recognized that a cohesive collection would need a brief that anchored it to a single concept, while giving each writer the creative freedom to approach it in their own way: 

The Brief

Form


	A personal essay




Content


	Reflections on the Nigeria that you know


	A memory or memories you have of Nigeria that is/are significant to you


	How and where you have experienced Nigeria, whether that be in the country itself, or in an aspect of its culture and traditions found elsewhere in the world




This collection – including the cover, also designed by a Nigerian – is a powerful and unforgettable response to that brief, a vital contribution to national conversations, and attests to the centrality of storytellers in any society.

Ore Agbaje-Williams & Nancy Adimora

The Editors, Of This Our Country 





Clarion Calls

Ayọ̀bámi Adébáyọ̀

I

At one of the four primary schools I attend, I learn to sing the national anthem before I know the words. By the time I enrol in the third one, a Catholic school, I can gauge the interval between the anthem’s notes and guide my voice through its rhythms. I sing with a mix of abandon and confidence that I will leave behind in childhood. My renditions are always part of a student body’s, so my errors stay nestled in our chorus, unnoticed by anyone who can correct them. What I know in those early years I learn by osmosis, fumbling through gibberish to wrong words until I know the right ones.

Pledging allegiance to the country and singing its anthem is customary in educational institutions across Nigeria. Tertiary institutions often restrict this show of patriotism to formal ceremonies. In primary and secondary schools, though, days begin with routines that include both the anthem and the national pledge. In my Catholic school, we call this the morning assembly. It begins thirty minutes before classes are scheduled to start and is held on the large school lawn. A teacher prays, we sing a hymn, then there’s a charge from scripture. Sometimes there is a Bible reading. Always, this part of the day seems guided towards dual climaxes: the anthem and the pledge. We sing both stanzas of the national anthem if we are on time and settle for just the first if an earlier component of the morning assembly has lasted too long. We recite the pledge with our right palms pressed over our hearts. In all, this daily attempt to inculcate virtue in us before our minds are submitted to knowledge lasts about twenty minutes.

When they were schoolchildren, my parents’ participation in this process of interpellation featured other anthems. My father was born five years before Independence and he probably sang ‘God Save The Queen’ a few times before he had to learn a new song of allegiance. In 1960, when colonial totems were superseded by newly minted national symbols, ‘Nigeria We Hail Thee’ replaced prayers for a coloniser and for eighteen more years, Nigerians pledged fealty with a song composed by Britons. 

The anthem I butcher is the first to have been composed by Nigerians. Eventually, I discover its correct lyrics on the back of a notebook and realize that the third word in the song is ‘compatriots’. This clarification comes after I have mastered the anthem’s melody and felt transported by several earnest if meaningless moments of unisonance. For a while I’m embarrassed by the knowledge that I spent years bellowing arise o compassions, then I come to know that many of my peers did the same and shame recedes, making room for amusement. 

Even when I know the right lyrics, I continue to sing the anthem mindlessly. Though the words I now use are correct, they remain opaque to me, revealing nothing of the ideas and imperatives they are meant to conjure. Nigeria, compatriots, and arising to obey a country’s call are abstractions to me until the day my father sticks branches in front of his car so he can get me to school. 

This incidence happens after the 1993 elections are annulled. I know the annulment is some grave injustice from listening to my parents and their friends rage about it. Clusters of protesters have been gathering in the streets, increasing in number daily. My parents have stocked the pantry with food, matches and salt. When she’s not nursing my weeks-old sister, my mother thinks about safe ways to store extra gas cylinders. She reminds my father to replenish the first-aid box. She makes lists of what we might need in an emergency and checks in on her ageing parents. Clouds are gathering but the sky has not darkened yet. Certain the downpour is still days or weeks away, my father ferries me to school as he has always done. On this morning though, our route has been totally blocked. There are old tyres in the middle of the road. Logs of wood and metal drums have been arranged into a makeshift obstacle course. Behind those, the clusters of the last few days have congregated into a crowd that blocks our access. 

My father parks the car and goes to look for a tree. Other motorists have done the same, leaving their vehicles to go scout any form of vegetation within sight. In this situation, any branch would do as an olive branch, but some marker of solidarity is required before a vehicle is let through. I watch the protesters through the windshield of my father’s blue Santana and have the sense that these people are the ones I have been singing about all this time. These people who have taken over the road are compatriots arising to obey a call I could not quite piece together from listening to my parents’ complaints about the military regime. As I watch them wave placards and sing protest songs I have never heard before, I become sure of two things. Not only have these men and women somehow eavesdropped on the angry complaints my parents share with each other and their friends, they understand every word and are going to do something about each discontent. 

I am transfixed by the crowd ahead and don’t notice how much time passes before my father returns with several branches. He sticks them all in front of the car and begins to drive again, inching the Santana forward until I can see those protesting up close. Suddenly, the national anthem’s abstractions have crystallised into something I could touch if I try. They wave my father through when they see I am wearing a school uniform and I am deflated as we leave them behind. It is the first time Nigeria means anything tangible to me, the first time I feel a surge of affection towards this thing I’ve claimed as mine daily on the school lawn: I pledge to Nigeria my country … Yet what I imagine to be the full state of being Nigerian is still amorphous. To my primary school self, it becomes something enacted collectively by all those people who are shrinking to dots in the Santana’s rear-view mirror. 

II

I learn about the National Youth Service Corps from Aunty Y. She comes visiting halfway through her service year, bearing donkwa balls that are better than any I’ve tasted before, and dried leaves that she boils to make my first cup of zobo. My aunt’s travels seem more exciting because I have not been on many journeys since my father died. Our last family trip beyond the south-west had been to Maiduguri, to visit my paternal grandmother who had settled there when my father was a child. My mother is not as adventurous as he was. There have been no recent impromptu trips to waterfalls or beaches. 

My aunt shows me pictures as she tells stories about serving Nigeria in Jos. She pulls the photos from an A4 envelope in envy-inducing sequence. Here, she is atop a mountain, arms spread wide as though to embrace the world. There she is mid-march, hands balled into fists, right foot stretched out so. Finally, here she is, decked in the khaki imitation of military fatigues, hair covered with an emblazoned face cap. My imagination is briefly channelled towards a future in which I recreate these images. I do not understand or care about what a service year would entail, but I desperately want my own version of my aunt’s cool face cap and jungle boots. 

My father’s friend, Uncle P, calls me on the day I am to discover where I will serve Nigeria. A decade has passed since Aunty Y’s visit, and time has hardened my eagerness about the Youth Service scheme into resentment. I can tell that Uncle P is upset with me because I have not given him the details he needs to influence my posting to a state in the south-west. He believes it is his duty as a good friend to make sure I serve in Lagos; he is sure my father would not have wanted me to spend the service year in a strange city. I do not know what my father would have wanted for me – I will never know, neither will my father. Uncle P uses the present tense when he talks about his friend. I have not found the tense to speak about my father, so I keep quiet and listen. 

Later, at my university’s division of student affairs, I am surrounded by people from all the faculties on campus. As we wait to receive the call-up letters that will let us know which end of the country we will be heading to within a few days, the chatter around me mirrors my discontent. All of us have spent five years or more in frustration as our graduation dates shifted further into the horizon, out of our reach or control, trapped in endless cycles of strikes and counter-strikes. A year spent ostensibly serving Nigeria sounded like another opportunity to waste our time. It was inescapable though; we could not get jobs or start postgraduate studies without a certificate that proved we had served our country for a year. Singing the national anthem thousands of times before any of us turned 18 has not prevented us from feeling wearied by the university education that has qualified us for national service. 

During our first year, lecture halls were so overcrowded, many students could only attend 101 classes if they sat on the floor. The only alternative, if you could not grab a proper seat long before a lecture began, was to stand outside the class with your nose pressed against louvre blades while you balanced your notebook on one hand and took notes with the other. Those of us in the humanities had it better – friends in the sciences routinely spent the night in lecture halls so they could secure a seat for the next day’s class. Only a few lecturers made allowances for the difficult circumstances. After a few evaluations we knew papers were graded the same whether you got a seat in the classroom or had to use your knees as a desk while you wrote your test in the sports centre. Some professors believed that all this suffering would make us resilient, even exceptional. They insisted that if we could succeed under terrible circumstances, we would be ready for the ‘real world’. This always sounded ominous to me, as though university education was preparation for citizenship in a country that demanded your soul and gave little in return. 

My resentment lifts and a measure of excitement is restored when I get my call-up letter. I have been posted to Plateau State. The first three weeks of my service year will be spent at the orientation camp in Bukuru, which is close to Jos. I do not want to stay in the south-west. If I am to participate in a scheme I have no interest in, I might as well see more of the country.

I arrive in Bukuru hours after the orientation camp is open. The camp is a government secondary school that has been modified to serve the National Youth Service Corps’ purposes for three weeks. As I settle in, I realize that I have been gravely mistaken. I have assumed that this public school would have similar facilities to the private one I attended. Perhaps Uncle P is right and I don’t know what I am doing. 

The dormitory that has been set aside for women is a long, unpainted hall. In place of windows, a few gashes in the wall have been covered with transparent tarp. I feel both lucky and miserable when I get a lower bunk close to the gashes. I discover that there is no bathroom, only an outhouse lined with pit latrines. Someone explains that we are expected to shower inside the maggot-ridden space, but after dark, I notice that the women I share the dormitory with are bathing right outside. I join them. When I speak to friends in other camps across the country, only those in Lagos and Nasarawa appear to be in much better situations. 

The next day, military officers in the camp enforce attendance at the morning assembly by threatening to burst into our dormitory. The assembly feels like a return to the rituals of primary and secondary school but there are a few key variations. Here we are corpers, not pupils. This assembly begins at 5 a.m. Prayers are rotated between Muslims and Christians and admonitions could be drawn from the Bible or the Quran. We line up according to the platoons we’ve been sectioned into and military officers patrol the gaps between our lines. There is another anthem we must now memorize: Youth obey the clarion call … We sing it right after the national anthem. 

Orientation takes the form of seminar-like programmes about subjects someone in the Service Corps’ bureaucracy has decided we need. Breakfast is usually followed by lectures that stretch until we take the lunch break. The speakers talk to us in what must be the school hall. They come from known and obscure government parastatals. While most stick to telling us about what their agencies do for the country, many are intent on cajoling or scolding us into patriotism. We are made to sing anthems again and again. We are reminded that we’re invaluable to Nigeria, although the condition of the space we’re being sequestered in makes this less convincing – that officers routinely slap or push corpers makes this hilarious. There are language classes and skill acquisition programmes on offer. If you want, you could learn how to make beads, bake meat pies or braid hair. 

Within days, I see why my aunts and uncles are nostalgic when they speak about these weeks. I become fast friends with T, who was my classmate throughout university, although we’ve never really spoken to each other until now. We’re in the same platoon but she’s more involved in its various activities. She acts in a drama and represents the platoon in a dance competition. I’m there to cheer her on in the evenings when much of the socialising happens as platoons put on shows or engage in competitions. When we are bored, T and I get a drink and pepper soup at the mammy market with other new friends we’ve made. After a day of following timetables, the unstructured evenings are languorous and it all begins to feel idyllic, if not fun. 

We are warned repeatedly during the morning assembly to stop showering outside. No one takes this seriously. I’m nauseous when I consider what the camp commandant suggests, using the designated area meant bathing while maggots crawled around your feet in a space so malodorous you could hardly breathe. The rebukes seem pointless when there is no real alternative. I continue to get up around 3 a.m. so I can take a quick shower long before dawn. I’m in the middle of one when military officers attempt to attack us. The corridor is full of bathing women when someone notices that the men in the distance are advancing upon us. Already they are cursing at us, brandishing their torchlights as we’ve seen them brandish whips. It is clear they’re intent on catching a scapegoat and everyone begins to run back into the room. I am one of those who slips and falls but I make it inside before the officers get to the corridor. Fortunately, everyone manages to rush inside in time. While the officers parade the corridor outside, spewing insults and curses towards the dormitory, I take stock as I limp back to my bunk. My naked body is still soaped up. I’ve lost my towel in the scramble and my bucket is still outside. There is a cut on my knee. 

The cut is bleeding. Most of the dormitory is now awake, and in hushed tones people wonder if the officers will get tired of pacing the corridor and come inside. There is no door to shut behind us and they could walk in if they wanted. Eventually, their footsteps recede and their voices fade, but my knee won’t stop bleeding. This could be because I am trying to staunch the flow with paper towels. It could be because my hands won’t stop shaking. 

Some corpers gather around me, murmuring, ‘sorry o’, ‘inin’, ‘pele dear’, ‘ndo’. Across the dormitory, similar clusters form around the shaken, injured or weeping women who were outside with me. My bunkmate examines my wound. She fetches a pack of beauty wipes and bottle of facial cleanser and sits beside me so she can clean my knee. Someone drapes a wrapper around me. Another asks if I’m all right, if any of those stupid men touched me. I have never felt more cared for by my people. Yes and no, I say to the woman who asked the questions. Even though the answer to both questions is no. Someone places a curse on the officers. Another makes a joke about them and we all laugh to push back our fear. 





Home History

Caleb Femi

When I was born my mum panicked because she thought she had given birth to an alien. Her words, not mine. Truth is, I was born with my amniotic sac still intact, an occurrence widely known as an ‘en caul’ birth or ‘veiled’ birth. According to my mum, she saw the hands of the doctor and midwives holding a gooey bubble of a thing and she screamed, what is that, where’s the baby? Most midwives go through their entire careers not witnessing an ‘en caul’ birth, such is the rarity of the occurrence, but a Hausa midwife in attendance, having witnessed it before, quelled my mum’s hysterics, reassuring her that it was a ‘mergia’; there was nothing to fear. In fact, she said, this was a rare blessing. When a child is born like this, it is because they remember their previous life, how harsh the world can be – so they re-enter it, bringing with them all the protection of the womb. They re-enter wiser and more cautious. I love musing on cultural myths and superstitions. I love the humility it grants me to see the world beyond my own perspective. Such things birth questions that colour my imagination: if I have been in this world before, what was my experience of Nigeria like? What happened that left an impression so deep in my soul that it followed me into my next life? Was it political? Was I a chief or a politician witnessing the nation’s independence? Was I a herdsman, a shoemaker or one of the numerous wives of a rich man? Was it personal? Like a brutal heartbreak? A thought worth entertaining seeing as my due date was Valentine’s Day and I did all I could to avoid meeting it.

Of all of them, my favourite en-caul myth is the one that states that babies born en caul can never drown. I was 5 years old when I was taken to the beach for the first time. The ocean was a magnificent thing to behold, I remember my feet softly ensconced in the sand and the horizon of water looking like the edge of the world. The salt in the air and water magnetised and pulled my body forward. There was no resistance, simply a curiosity that entranced me. I was already neck-deep in the water by the time I came to my senses. The panic. The attempt to scream choked by saltwater. The pull of the waves. The pull. The fading of a life I had briefly known. Then a tree trunk of an arm grabbed my torso and plucked me out of the sea: Idiot, you no get sense, you dey enter wata and no fi swim, where your mama? My saviour scolded me as he carried me back to my uncle for my second scolding. Turns out, in a roundabout way, the myth could be true. Though now I’m a strong swimmer, I’m not willing to test its credibility again.

I find that the contemplation of en-caul myths keeps me rooted to Nigeria – even now as a grown man who no longer lives in his home country. They keep me thinking about the many incarnations of Nigeria, past and present. I think about the region of my birthplace before and after it was colonially known as Kano. I think about Jos, the city I grew up in. Specifically the street that held the large compound my siblings, grandmother, uncle and I shared with numerous other families. The compound was two stories high, with a large square at its centre. Our home was a one-bedroom apartment on the ground floor which was backlit by the sunrise and served as a platform from which my boyish sensibilities perceived the rest of Nigeria. 

Our neighbours came from all over Nigeria. We had Igbo neighbours, Yoruba, Hausa, Calabar, Edo. Our community was very close – I remember the normality of walking into my neighbours’ homes unannounced and being welcomed. We would celebrate together: Christmas, Eid, birthdays. And we would mourn together, the funerals and other bad news that required commemorating. We would share compound duties: a rota told each neighbour which day they’d have to wake up at the crack of dawn to sweep the compound square. I’ve only recently been able to forgive myself for forgetting the song my grandmother would sing as she rhythmically swept with the igbale she used specifically for that activity. I didn’t know how fond she was of that particular igbale until the day it was spirited away and she made me a messenger of her wrath, sending me from neighbour to neighbour to state that our household will opt out of sweeping duty until that igbale, and not any other, was returned to her. 

In the compound, there were a few absolute truths about my grandmother. One was her skin’s radiance, how ethereal it was, how void of blemishes, how breathtaking it was in the sun. Another was her resolve. Her spirit was known to be ironclad: if she threatened that she would do something and she sealed it with wallahi tallahi, you’d have more success trying to stop the sun from rising than getting her to change her mind. And so my grandmother woke up on the dawn of our sweep day to sit on her stool outside our door and do nothing but sing her song. By the third week, her igbale was returned.

*

I was 3 years old when I moved to the compound and by the age of 6, I was fluent in English, Hausa, Yoruba and my Igbo was conversational. But truly my first language had no words: it was Nigeria. It was my dialogue with the space it contained, the interaction with the ground, the touch of the breeze, the kitchen sink I’d climb into to cool down, the skin of mango I’d suck on, the sounds, colours, shapes, patterns, the people. All the things that I conversed with through my senses before I could assign words to them. Truly, my first language was Nigeria. I like to think that my incentive to pick up the other four spoken languages was play. I wanted to play with any other kid I came into contact with inside and outside the compound, and not only participate in their games but win them. But in order to win, I knew that the way to access the hidden tactics and tricks that guaranteed an advantage was buried in the language of that circle. Shout out to the social battery of children because I really yearned to be invited into every circle of laughing children (nowadays, I’d need at least a week to muster up the energy to attend a social gathering). Knowing four languages meant there was never a part of Nigeria that felt alien to me. No matter where I ended up, at least one of the languages in my repertoire would act as a tool to forge a bond with my people.

I left Nigeria at 7 years old to join my parents and siblings in London. When I returned for a holiday at the age of 10, my limbs were longer and my eyes could see clearer. The buildings I once knew had shrunk and the distance between places didn’t seem as far apart. I had grown into the physical expanse of Nigeria, I could see the spirit of the land in its entirety: the cracks, more variation in the shades of its colour. It became apparent that I didn’t know my home country as well as I thought. Nostalgia is a wicked thing, isn’t? My childhood memories of living in the compound might make you think the country was a utopian fairy tale. But memories made with juvenile sensibilities are easily manipulated by nostalgia. Turns out I had taken with me to London the effulgent memories of Nigeria and left behind those that were darker. And in the dark is where I’ll leave those memories; why add more traumatic imagery to the brimming well of violence and sorrow that make up much of the collective memory of many Nigerians? 

My return to Nigeria sparked my interest in the country’s history and politics, and upon returning to London, I had questions. Who was Abacha? Who was Obasanjo? What was the Biafran War? Why were we living in London? It took years to really piece together the answers to all of my questions. My mother, bless her heart, indulged me by telling me child-friendly versions of Nigeria under the regime of past presidents. It wasn’t until I employed stealth tactics, by silently creeping down the stairs after my bedtime to perch outside the living room door, and eavesdropped on my parents – who talked on the phone or with visitors – that I was able to learn about my intimate connections with Nigeria’s historical events. When I asked about the Biafran War, my mother gave me a matter-of-fact answer: she told me about the sides involved, their respective motivations and the outcome of the war. But in dimly-lit pockets of the hallway where I avoided creaking floorboards, I strained my ears and heard my mother, an Ukwuani child at the time, talk of the famine created by the Federal Military Government’s blockade during the war. I heard her talk about the starvation she and her family endured which, by the end, had claimed the life of her younger sister. When I returned to my bed later that night, my grief ushered away sleep until the small light of the following day ebbed through the heavy curtains. 

My mother had never told me she had a sibling other than my uncle, so for an aunty to be given and taken away from me in the same breath was tough to process. It was the thought of my mother, who would have been younger than I was at the time, dealing with such unspeakable grief that broke my heart. Something shifted in me after that night: there was a new understanding when she spoke to me or my siblings, layers of meaning in her instructions I hadn’t perceived before. Much of my childish complaints, like why she’d always served my siblings and I excessively large portions of food, had quelled. It’s one thing to know the history of your home country. It’s another thing to know your home’s history of your home country. 

As the years went by, my understanding of Nigeria and Nigerians deepened. I understood more of the tensions between tribes as well as the role Britain had and continues to play in the governance of the country. I saw that Nigeria was a mapped land birthed from colonial pillaging, from greed gift wrapped as a business deal. And, perhaps most importantly, that the spirit of its people thrived in spite of its colonial contamination and its corruption. The more I dove into my family history, the more it drew parallels to the history of Nigeria. The most poignant parallel was discovering that my parents’ respective families vehemently opposed their marriage. My father is a solemn man, when his heart is set on something there is no changing it. A trait he inherited from his mother, who raised me in the compound in Jos. When he was a young man running the streets like young men do, his friend took him to the training camp of the Nigeria women’s national basketball team to sit and watch a training session. Turns out, his friend was seeing a player on the team and wanted my father to accompany him, later that day, on a double date with the best friend of the woman he was dating. This is how my father and mother met. From that day on, my father was set on marrying her. A year or so later, the two made their union official despite the strong opposition of family and friends who were against intertribal marriages. Forty years later, in a marriage that – according to some – should not have been, my parents have built a good life for themselves with five happy children. The union of my parents and the union of the territories in the Niger area are by no means politically or contextually the same. For me, the parallel is in the fruits of happiness and hope that were born from the respective unions. The Nigerian people, like my siblings and me, are beautiful children of a conflicted union. 

*

In 2016, I was appointed the Young People’s Laureate for London, a role in which I would use poetry to be of service to the social and welfare needs of young people in the city (and by extension, the country and the rest of the world). The appointment was reported in national newspapers as anticipated (embargoed interviews and PR campaigns), but I was pleasantly surprised to see it appear in Nigerian publications. After decades of no longer living in the country, it’s easy to feel like word of your achievements is contained within British shores, but I felt a loving embrace by Nigeria, like a son proud to be recognized by a mother(land). 

A year later, my role would then take me back to Nigeria to participate in a literary festival. When I landed in Abuja, it occurred to me that I had not known Nigeria as an adult. I had never navigated its landscape without the guidance of someone senior and I was there in the airport alone and even unable to draw from my repertoire of languages that allowed me to move easily between tribal circles as a child in Jos because I no longer spoke Hausa, Igbo and my Yoruba was barely conversational. I was back in Nigeria, lacking in confidence and wavering between a space of familiarity and unfamiliarity of cultural and social cues. This disorientation later grew into a heavy angst as I worried about how the Nigerianness of my work would be received in the literary festival. Nowadays, I look back at myself and laugh at the dramatics of this angst. One that came from a limited scope of how my identity underpinned my work, coupled with a sense of inadequacy – even shame – at the fact that I didn’t know Nigeria anymore. But once I was able to move past it, my time at the festival was edifying for my spirit as a Nigerian and my development as a writer. For three days, I read stories and heard poetry by Nigerian writers covering a multitude of lived experiences and fantasies. It seemed that, in a roundabout way, every piece of literature written by a Nigerian offers an answer to the question, who is Nigeria? And in the ever-changing and infinite faces of this land, both past, present and of those to come, who of us can say they truly know this country? No one does, at least not objectively speaking. The only Nigeria a Nigerian can be certain of is the one they knew in their own homes. The Nigeria seen through the windows of bedrooms, through the skin of family and friends, through the local landscape that forged their sense of body and spirit, through their language(s), spoken and felt. 




Father’s Land

Umar Turaki

The land where Father is born. It is my land too. Father says so and teaches me so. With his choices and his living and his working. Even with his dying. Father works for the land, in a manner of saying so. But also in a concrete sense, because Father works with concrete and the kinds of things that go into concrete: sand, gravel. Father also knows a lot about the land. He knows about rocks and minerals and metals. He also knows the deep stuff, like ores and tectonic plates and fault lines. There’s a picture of him as a younger man in an underground mine. He’s wearing heavy-duty overalls and a yellow helmet with a headlight. I can’t recall if he’s holding a pickaxe or not, but it is an image that hurries forth whenever I think about Father and his work. On a fishing trip once somewhere in Rayfield, back when it is just the back of town and not the swathe of real estate that gouges you penniless if you don’t take time, I see a hillside made of kaolin and stop to pick up a few lumps as a birthday gift for Father, knowing he loves rocks. I am 10 years old.

Father is around a lot until they take him far away and put him in the place of iron, right next to the place of steel. The place of steel is a project that many have called a white elephant. Then he comes and goes. The place where they put him is the place that becomes his end. But at first, it looks like a promotion. There’s a white house with a swimming pool, and five bedrooms, and three living rooms, and a water fountain that never works. Holidays are spent there, memories of gold are spun until there’s nothing left to spin. Father has a stunning Peugeot 504 Bestline, and an orderly who sits in the front of the car. White elephants. By the time they are done with him in the place of iron, Father is without a job, let alone a promotion, back home in this city, back home in his private room, typing away on his Dell, typing his revenge. He’s around more often – until he isn’t around at all.

It is about this time one of the house staff tells me to tell Father to send me to school in London, ‘London’ being a euphemism for anywhere overseas. Actually, all of the house staff. I don’t remember what prompts this happening, or maybe I have never known. They congregate around me in the washing area. Their words are now lost forever – as are most of them – but the hardness of the day, the concreteness of the moment, is there in the water splashing on the cement floor and the clammy smell of NASCO Plus soap and the bite of the cold mountain air on all of our beautiful, sun-soaked skins. By this age, I have joined most adults in the understanding that Father’s land is a place to aspire to leave. Every cell of my 10-year-old body becomes alive with the idea that I can be packed up and shipped off to some London where everything is better. There is a shared feeling, gleaned from the very air we breathe, that something is fundamentally wrong with this place, with this land. By extension, I accept that something is fundamentally wrong with me and my skin and all the other ways I inhabit the world. By this age, I have already memorized and envied Elijah Wood in The Good Son and Joseph Mazzello in Jurassic Park: I have memorized their comeliness, their straightness of hair – I have memorized what I do not understand to be their whiteness. By this age, I have asked another long-lost grown-up from those years whether it is possible to wash your skin so clean that it stops being black.

I wait until nightfall to ambush Father. He is eating dinner, slowly, meticulously. Mother is there too. They both look at me after I speak, and I realize the ambush has already backfired. I panic as I find myself cornered and peppered with questions. Who have you been talking to? Did someone put this idea in your head? Why do you suddenly want to go abroad? It doesn’t make any sense, are you sure nobody put you up to this?

Gently, Father asphyxiates the idea with his quiet, succinct words. I feel it withering away inside as he speaks. By the time he has finished, it has stopped moving altogether. Memory can be the most useless thing in the world when it chooses to be. The Hausa words spoken in that room are also lost forever, with only their import left, the same import that anvils my shoulders as I walk away: this place is my home whether I like it or not. I feel powerless and raw, as if he has just removed his belt and taken it to my insides. I also feel like my feet have been encased in concrete.

*

If eating is an art form, then Father is an artist. He holds his fork and knife aloft, his paintbrush and scalpel. He chews silently and slowly. The crockery clinks with the softness of his touch. It doesn’t matter what is on his plate, it will receive the same dignified treatment. Tuwon semo da miyan kuka[1] is sliced and diced and dunked. Yam and stew is sliced and diced and dunked. Rice is heaped on a fork and hemmed in with a knife. Pancake and kidney sauce is sliced and folded. I remember Sunday breakfasts of fried liver coated in flour. And golden, hairy yam balls, the way they fall open and steam when Father cuts. White spaghetti and stew and boiled chicken. Curry sauce and white rice. Couscous. Steamed vegetables: carrots, cauliflower, broccoli and peas. The table is sometimes our meeting place, particularly on weekends. Father has diabetes, so no sugar allowed. He suggests I try my oatmeal with honey. To my surprise, I enjoy it. For some time after that, I eat oatmeal with honey. When Father passes away, I commit to it. It becomes my way of remembering him, honouring him. I stop chewing gum for some time too, remembering him, honouring him (he asks what nutritional benefit there is to bubble gum, though I suspect he simply hated the sight of the human mouth moving for no essential reason). 

My remembering and honouring gradually billow into more consequential things. I wear his designer shirts and gold watches around like badges of honour. I keep his PhD thesis on my bookshelf, though I don’t know what a word of it means. I read his old books where his name is inscribed in his physician’s scrawl and the date of purchase rendered in Roman numerals (that’s how I also start writing into new books the names of cities where I discover the books). After four years of chasing my bachelor’s degree around Africa and Europe, and finally bagging it in America, while at the same time satisfying an intense wanderlust, the next logical step is to return home. I want to come back to replant my feet into the concrete of Father’s land. There’s no place like home and I’m feeling like Father’s son.

The first inanimate thing that truly welcomes
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