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    Yaa Gyasi was born in Ghana. In 1991 her father was working towards a PhD at the Ohio State University, so the family moved to America and Gyasi was raised in Huntsville, Alabama from the age of ten. She currently lives in Berkeley, California. Before graduating with a Master of Fine Arts degree from the Iowa Writer’s Workshop, Gyasi studied English at Stanford University. As a child, she enjoyed reading. After reading Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon, she decided to become a writer herself. Homegoing, her debut novel, immediately became an international bestseller, and was shortlisted for several literary prizes. It also won the National Book Critics’ Circle John Leonard Prize for best first book.
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    Homegoing traces the family history of two sisters, Effia and Esi, who never meet. Esi is traded as a slave to the American colonies, meaning her descendants are based in America. Effia is married to a slave trader in Ghana, and her descendants retain the strong connection with Ghana, and, for the most part, live there. Gyasi was largely inspired by the still institutionalised racism she felt growing up in Alabama. She was inspired to write the novel after her first journey to Ghana since leaving the country as a child (internationales literaturfestival berlin, 2018). Of the 14 main characters, Marjorie has the strongest autobiographical connections to the author (Hericson:n.p.). Gyasi was also influenced by other works such as African-American author Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon, as well as Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude (Penguin, 2017). The novel is divided into two parts: before and after the American Civil War.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    EFFIA AND ESI


    Effia, the daughter of Baaba and Cobbe Otcher, is born the night of a terrible fire in Fanteland, Ghana. All her life, she and Baaba have a difficult relationship, and Baaba detests her. Only after the death of her father does Effia learn the truth from her (half)brother Fiifi: she is not really Baaba’s child, but that of a maid who ran away during the night of the fire. Effia greatly admires the future leader of the village, Abeeku, and is promised to him in marriage. By a trick, however, Baaba manages to marry Effia to James Collins, the governor of the Castle where the African slaves are held. Effia grows to love him deeply and he seems to care for her as well. However, he also has a wife in England. Effia is horrified by the slave trade that takes place underneath her feet at the Castle. She eventually becomes pregnant by James. Baaba gives Effia a black stone from her real mother when she leaves.


    Esi grows up in a village in the Asante nation of Ghana as the daughter of Big Man Asaare and his third wife Maame. She only learns about her sister during her childhood: her mother, Maame, used to be a slave-maid in Fanteland and was raped. She is therefore also against the slave trade in her own village now. One day, a rival clan attacks the village to steal back some of their slaves. Esi is captured and brought to the Castle as a slave herself. She is raped by one of the officers and shipped off to America. She, too, was given a black stone by her mother, but she has to leave it in the Castle.


    QUEY AND NESS


    Quey is Effia and James’ son. Effia is still alive, and the reader learns more about her relationship with James, which seems to have been a happy one. James dies soon after he sends Quey to school in London. He does this as he has discovered the homosexual attraction between Quey and his friend, Cudjo. When Quey returns, he can first continue working at the fort and later is sent to live in his mother’s village, to act as a mediator between the locals and the British in the slave trade. His uncle Fiifi is a major character in the village. Quey also meets Cudjo again, and still has the same feelings for him – he dreams about finally being with him. One day, Fiifi returns from raiding another village: they have captured the Asante princess. Fiifi commands Quey to marry her to strengthen the Fante’s position on the Gold Coast, and Quey realises that he has to do his duty.


    Ness is Esi’s daughter, born during the journey from Ghana to America. She remembers her mother but was separated from her at a young age. Her story picks up when she is working for a farmer in Alabama. There, she forms a close alliance with a little girl named Pinky. It only gradually becomes apparent that Ness was married to another slave, Sam, on her previous farm (whose owner is only ever referred to as the Devil). They had a son together, Kojo, and decided to flee with the help of another slave, Ma Aku. On the run, they were captured, and Sam and Ness sacrificed themselves to save their baby, who managed to escape with Ma Aku. Sam was hanged by the Devil, and Ness was so violently whipped that her back and shoulders bear horrific scars. Later, she was sold to the farm where she meets Pinky and picks cotton.


    JAMES AND KOJO


    James Richard Collins is the son of Quey and the Asante princess. He is supposed to marry Amma, the daughter of Chief Abeeku, and does marry her to fulfil the family’s dream of belonging to the ruling family of the village, which should already have happened in Effia’s time. However, on a trip to the Asante nation with his parents, he meets Akosua Mensah and falls in love with her. He promises her to return and states that he feels much more connected to the Asante people of his mother’s line, rather than the Fante people of his father’s (and Effia’s) side. Under a pretext, he travels to the village of Efutu, where he gets involved in the fight between Asante and Fante. He is presumed dead, leaving him free to escape to his life with Akosua. Both Effia and Fiifi are still alive during his lifetime.


    Kojo never meets his biological parents, Ness and Sam. He is raised by Ma Aku in Baltimore, where he has been granted the status of a free slave. He is married to Anna, and together they have seven children, with another one on the way, each one’s name beginning with the consecutive letters of the alphabet. Their standard of life is greatly improved by the charity of a white family, the Mathisons, who fight for black rights. A law is passed that allows law enforcement to capture all alleged runaways, and one day the heavily pregnant Anna does not return. A decade later, Kojo moves away, to New York.


    ABENA AND H


    Abena is James and Akosua’s daughter. She does not know that she belongs to the royal line of the Asante and her father is only known as ‘Unlucky’ because he does not have any talent for farming. The family history is cut off here, as Abena never learns about her roots. On a journey to Kumasi, she briefly meets an old man who mistakes her for James. Abena’s village has bad harvests and they blame Abena, as she has an affair with Ohene Nyarko, who has promised to marry her once he has had a good harvest. In one year, Ohene introduces cocoa as a plant from another village, and it produces the first good harvest in years. However, Ohene does not marry Abena, as he promised to marry the daughter of the man who sold him the cocoa seeds. Abena flees to a Christian missionary church in Kumasi.


    Between the chapters of Abena and H, part two of the book begins, meaning that everything from H’s chapter onwards deals with the time after the American Civil War. In H’s chapter, the reader learns what happened to Anna: she was captured and killed herself, and baby H had to be cut out of her dead body in order to save his life. H grows up on a farm in the South and is free after the Civil War. He is then forcefully conscripted to work in the coal mines, where he spends most of his adult life. Once he is free, he moves to Pratt City and writes to the love of his youth, Ethe, who joins him shortly after. H never meets the rest of his family and has no idea that he has seven siblings and a father, who are presumably still alive for a major part of his life. His father maybe even lives in New York at the same time as he does. Like in Effia’s line, the family history here suffers a complete cut.


    AKUA AND WILLIE


    Akua grows up in the missionary church that her mother took refuge in. She cannot relate to the Christian teachings; instead, a local medicine man is her role model. Later, she learns that the Missionary accidentally killed her mother when he tried to baptise her in the river. He burned her corpse and all her belongings. Akua is married to Asamoah and has three children, two daughters and a son. She is traumatised when she sees the villagers burning a white man, and keeps seeing a firewoman in her dreams, holding two fire children. There is also a war between the tribes and the British, from which Akua’s husband returns one-legged. One night, Akua sleepwalks, sets the hut on fire, and burns her children – her husband only manages to rescue baby Yaw, their son. From then on, the villagers call her ‘Crazy Woman’. The Missionary eventually returns her black stone necklace to her.


    Willie’s story picks up when she is living with two children in Harlem, a part of New York. In retrospect she recounts her love story with Richard, who grew up with her in Pratt City. His skin tone is very light, and when he moves with Willie and their baby, Carson, to New York after the death of Willie’s parents, he realises that the white population accepts him as one of their own. The spouses drift apart, and one fateful night they meet by accident in the club where Willie works as a cleaner. Richard is forced to have sex with her while his colleagues watch, and afterwards leaves. Willie sees him one more time, and he seems to have remarried, this time with a white woman, whom he has a child with. Willie later starts a relationship with Eli, whom she meets at church. He is a poet and is often absent for months at a time. They have a baby together, Josephine. Willie has a talent for singing, the reason she originally moved to Harlem, and at the end of her story, she starts to sing gospels at the church.


    YAW AND SONNY


    Yaw is a teacher at a school in Ghana. He is already middle-aged and defined by the scar on his cheek that he got as a baby. He does not believe he will ever find love, and lives far away from home and his mother, ‘Crazy Woman’. Eventually, he gets a housemaid, Ethe, and after a few years they travel together to see Akua. In Yaw’s chapter, Akua finally gets to explain her dreams and the story of their ancestry is unravelled. Yaw is in love with Ethe but has not declared himself yet when the chapter ends.


    Willie is still a strong presence in Sonny’s life. He spends his life in Harlem, and first campaigns for black equal rights, which he is constantly arrested for. However, after a while he gives up. He meets Amani, who is a heroin addict, and becomes addicted himself. In the end, however, Willie convinces him to give the drug up.


    MARJORIE AND MARCUS


    Marjorie grows up in Alabama in the US, the child of Ethe and Yaw, who has become a professor at the university. She travels yearly to Ghana, and her grandmother Akua is a strong presence in her life. From her, she learns the history of her ancestors. She differs from the other African-American children in her school, as she is a first-generation immigrant and does not carry around the history of slavery. She has a brief affair with a white boy, Graham, at her school, but his parents forbid him from going out with her because of her skin colour. At the end of the chapter, her grandmother dies, and she is devastated.


    For Marcus, both Willie and Sonny are important characters in his childhood. At one point, he is rescued by them after being abducted by his heroin-addicted mother Amani. Marcus ends up studying at Stanford, where he does a PhD. in sociology, trying to write about the forceful conscription of black people to the mines. Marcus meets Marjorie at a party and they become close friends, bonding over their shared interest in Ghana. They travel there together, and Marcus is the first person in his family line since Esi to return to his homeland. He and Marjorie fight their demons together: Marcus is afraid of the ocean and Marjorie of fire, probably just like their ancestors, Effia and Esi.
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