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Chapter 17

The missionaries spent their first four or five nights in the market-
place, and went into the village in the morning to preach the gospel.
They asked who the king of the village was, but the villagers told
them that there was no king. “We have men of high title and the chief
priests and the elders,’ they said.

It was not very easy getting the men of high title and the elders
together after the excitement of the first day. But the missionaries
persevered, and in the end they were received by the rulers of Mbanta.
They asked for a plot of land to build their church.

Every clan and village had its ‘evil forest’. In it were buried all those
who died of the really evil diseases, like leprosy and smallpox. It was
also the dumping ground for the potent fetishes of great medicine-
men when they died. An ‘evil forest’ was, therefore, alive with sinister
forces and powers of darkness. It was such a forest that the rulers of
Mbanta gave to the missionaries. They did not really want them in
their clan, and so they made them that offer which nobody in his right

senses would accept.
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And then it became known that the white man’s fetish had unbelievable
power. It was said that he wore glasses on his eyes so that he could see

and talk to evil spirits. Not long after, he won his first three converts.

uzo

Although Nwoye had been attracted to the new faith from the very
first day, he kept it secret. He dared not go too near the missionaries
for fear of his father. But whenever they came to preach in the open
market-place or the village playground, Nwoye was there. And he
was already beginning to know some of the simple stories they told.
“We have now built a church,’ said Mr Kiaga, the interpreter, who
was now in charge of the infant congregation. The white man had
gone back to Umuofia, where he built his headquarters and from ‘
where he paid regular visits to Mr Kiaga’s congregation at Mbanta. |
“We have now built a church,’ said Mr Kiaga, ‘and we want you all |
to come in every seventh day to worship the true God. ;
On the following Sunday, Nwoye passed and re-passed the little |
red-earth and thatch building without summoning enough courage
“We shall give them to enter. He heard the voice of singing and although it came from a
handful of men it was loud and confident. Their church stood on a

) . mur of surprise and . ; . .
Let us give them a portion of the Evil Forest. They circular clearing that looked like the open mouth of the Evil Forest.

| bO?St about victory over death. Let us give them a real battlefield j

1 Wthh. to show their victory.” They laughed and agreed, and sent f o
the missionaries, whom they had asked to leave them f,or a while -
thz?t they might ‘whisper together’. They offered them as much of tlslo
E\t/’ll forest as they cared to take. And to their greatest amazemezt the
mussionaries thanked them and burst into song. e

‘They do not understand,’ said some of the elders.

| They want a piece of land to build their shrine,” said Uchendu to
his peers when they consulted among themselves.

‘ a piece of land.’ He paused, and there was a mur
disagreement,

Was it waiting to snap its teeth together? After passing and re-passing
by the church, Nwoye returned home.

It was well known among the people of Mbanta that their gods
and ancestors were sometimes long-suffering and would deliberately
allow a man to go on defying them. But even in such cases they set
their limit at seven market weeks or twenty-eight days. Beyond that

limit no man was suffered to go. And so excitement mounted in the

| ‘But they wi . . ; o
understand when they g0 to their plot of land tom y will village as the seventh week approached since the impudent missionar- \
. Orrow morning. . : . . : : ; ‘
And they dispersed. & ies built their church in the Evil Forest. The villagers were so certain
The next morning the crazy men actually b about the doom that awaited these men that one or two converts
y began to clear a part of the ' thought it wise to suspend their allegiance to the new faith

fgrest and to build their house. The inhabitants of Mbanta expected
them a'll to be dead within four days. The first day passed and the second
and third and fourth, and none of them died. Everyone was puzzled

At last the day came by which all the missionaries should have
died. But they were still alive, building a new red-earth and thatch
house for their teacher, Mr Kiaga. That week they won a handful
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more converts. And for the first time they had a woman. Her name
was Nneka, the wife of Amadi, who was a prosperous farmer. She was
very heavy with child.

Nneka had had four previous pregnancies and childbirths. But each
time she had borne twins, and they had been immediately thrown
away. Her husband and his family were already becoming highly criti-
cal of such a woman and were not unduly perturbed when they found
she had fled to join the Christians. It was a good riddance.

oze

One morning Okonkwo’s cousin, Amikwu, was passing by the church
on his way from the neighbouring village, when he saw Nwoye among
the Christians. He was greatly surprised, and when he got home he
went straight to Okonkwo’s hut and told him what he had seen. The
women began to talk excitedly, but Okonkwo sat unmoved.

It was late afternoon before Nwoye returned. He went into the obi
and saluted his father, but he did not answer. Nwoye turned round to
walk into the inner compound when his father, suddenly overcome
with fury, sprang to his feet and gripped him by the neck.

‘Where have you been?’ he stammered.

Nwoye struggled to free himself from the choking grip.

. ‘Answer me,” roared Okonkwo, ‘before I kill you!” He seized a heavy
stick that lay on the dwarf wall and hit him two or three savage blows.

‘Answer me!” he roared again. Nwoye stood looking at him and did
not say a word. The women were screaming outside, afraid to go in.

‘Leave that boy at once!” said a voice in the outer compound. It
was Okonkwo’s uncle Uchendu. ‘Are you mad?’

Okonkwo did not answer. But he left hold of Nwoye, who walked
away and never returned.

He went back to the church and told Mr Kiaga that he had decided
to go to Umuofia, where the white missionary had set up a school to
teach young Christians to read and write.

Mr Kiaga’s joy was very great. ‘Blessed is he who forsakes his fa-

ther and his mother for my sake,’ he intoned. “Those that hear my
words are my father and my mother’
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Nwoye did not fully understand. But he was happy to leave his fa-

ther. He would return later to his mother and his brothers and sisters
and convert them to the new faith.

As Okonkwo sat in his hut that night, gazing into a log fire, he
thought over the matter. A sudden fury rose within him and he felt a
strong desire to take up his matchet, go to the church and wipe out
the entire vile and miscreant gang. But on further thought he told
himself that Nwoye was not worth fighting for. Why, he cried in his
heart, should he, Okonkwo, of all people be cursed with such a son?
He saw clearly in it the finger of his personal god or chi. For how else

could he explain his great misfortune and exile and now

! his despicable son’s behaviour? Now that he had time to A sudden
think of it, his son’s crime stood out in stark enormity. fury rose
To abandon the gods of one’s father and go about with a within him ...

lot of effeminate men clucking like old hens was the very
depth of abomination. Suppose when he died all his male children de-
cided to follow Nwoye’s steps and abandon their ancestors? Okonk-
wo felt a cold shudder run through him at the terrible prospect, like
the prospect of annihilation. He saw himself and his father crowding
round their ancestral shrine waiting in vain for worship and sacrifice
and finding nothing but ashes of bygone days, and his children the
while praying to the white man’s god. If such a thing were ever to hap-
pen, he, Okonkwo, would wipe them off the face of the earth.

Okonkwo was popularly called the ‘Roaring Flame’. As he looked
into the log fire he recalled the name. He was a flaming fire. How then
could he have begotten a son like Nwoye, degenerate and effeminate?
Perhaps he was not his son. No! he could not be. His wife had played
him false. He would teach her! But Nwoye resembled his grandfather,
Unoka, who was Okonkwo’s father. He pushed the thought out of his
mind. He, Okonkwo, was called a flaming fire. How could he have
begotten a woman for a son? At Nwoye’s age Okonkwo had already
become famous throughout Umuofia for his wrestling and his fear-
lessness.

He sighed heavily, and as if in sympathy the smouldering log also
sighed. And immediately Okonkwo’s eyes were opened and he saw
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the whole matter clearly. Living fire begets cold, impotent ash. He
sighed again, deeply.

Chapter 21

There were many men and women in Umuofia who did not feel as
strongly as Okonkwo about the new dispensation. The white man
had indeed brought a lunatic religion, but he had also built a trading
store and for the first time palm-oil and kernel became things of great
price, and much money flowed into Umuofia.

And even in the matter of religion there was a growing feeling that
there might be something in it after all, something vaguely akin to
method in the overwhelming madness.

This growing feeling was due to Mr Brown, the white missionary,
who was very firm in restraining his flock from provoking the wrath
of the clan. One member in particular was very difficult to restrain.
His name was Enoch and his father was the priest of the snake cult.
The story went around that Enoch had killed and eaten the sacred
python, and that his father had cursed him.

Mr Brown preached against such excess of zeal. Every thing was
possible, he told his energetic flock, but everything was not expedi-
ent. And so Mr Brown came to be respected
even by the clan, because he trod softly on
its faith. He made friends with some of the
great men of the clan and on one of his fre-
quent visits to the neighbouring villages he
had been presented with a carved elephant
tusk, which was a sign of dignity and rank. One of the great men in
that village was called Akunna and he had given one of his sons to be
taught the white man’s knowledge in Mr Brown’s school.

Whenever Mr Brown went to that village he spent long hours with
Akunna in his obi talking through an interpreter about religion. Nei-
ther of them succeeded in converting the other but they learnt more
about their different beliefs.

‘You say that there is one supreme God who made heaven and

, .
earth,” said Akunna on one of Mr Brown’s visits. ‘“We also believe
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in Him and call Him Chukwu. He made all the world and the other
gods.

‘There are no other gods,” said Mr Brown. ‘Chukwu is the only
God and all others are false. You carve a piece of wood—like that one’
(he pointed at the rafters from which Akunna’s carved Ikenga hung),
‘and you call it a god. But it is still a piece of wood.’

“Yes, said Akunna. ‘It is indeed a piece of wood. The tree from
which it came was made by Chukwu, as indeed all minor gods were.
But He made them for His messengers so that we could approach Him
through them. It is like yourself. You are the head of your church’

‘“No,’ protested Mr Brown. ‘The head of my church is God Himself.

‘I know, said Akunna, ‘but there must be a head in this world
among men. Somebody like yourself must be the head here.

‘The head of my church in that sense is in England.’

“That is exactly what I am saying. The head of your church is in
your country. He has sent you here as his messenger. And you have
also appointed your own messengers and servants. Or let me take
another example, the District Commissioner. He is sent by your king.’

“They have a queen,’ said the interpreter on his own account.

“Your queen sends her messenger, the District Commissioner. He
finds that he cannot do the work alone and so he appoints kotma to
help him. It is the same with God, or Chukwu. He appoints the small-
er gods to help Him because His work is too great for one person.

“You should not think of him as a person,’ said Mr Brown. ‘It is
because you do so that you imagine He must need helpers. And the
worst thing about it is that you give all the worship to the false gods
you have created.

“That is not so. We make sacrifices to the little gods, but when they
fail and there is no one else to turn to we go to Chukwu. It is right to
do so. We approach a great man through his servants. But when his ser-
vants fail to help us, then we go to the last source of hope. We appear
to pay greater attention to the little gods but that is not so. We worry
them more because we are afraid to worry their Master. Our fathers
knew that Chukwu was the Overlord and that is why many of them

»

gave their children the name Chukwuka—“Chukwu is Supreme”.
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“You said one interesting thing,’ said Mr Brown. “You are afraid of
Chukwu. In my religion Chukwu is a loving Father and need not be
feared by those who do His will.’

‘But we must fear Him when we are not doing His will,” said Akun-
na. ‘And who is to tell His will? It is too great to be known.

In this way Mr Brown learnt a good deal about the religion of the
clan and he came to the conclusion that a frontal attack on it would
not succeed. And so he built a school and a little hospital in Umuofia.
He went from family to family begging people to send their children
to his school. But at first they only sent their slaves or sometimes
their lazy children. Mr Brown begged and argued and prophesied.
He said that the leaders of the land in the future would be men and
women who had learnt to read and write. If Umuofia failed to send
her children to the school, strangers would come from other plac-
es to rule them. They could already see that happening in the Na-
tive Court, where the D.C. was surrounded by strangers who spoke
his tongue. Most of these strangers came from the distant town of
Umuru on the bank of the Great River where the white man first
went.

In the end Mr Brown’s arguments began to have an effect. More
people came to learn in his school, and he encouraged them with gifts
of singlets and towels. They were not all young, these people who
came to learn. Some of them were thirty years old or more. They
worked on their farms in the morning and went to school in the af-
ternoon. And it was not long before the people began to say that
the white man’s medicine was quick in working. Mr Brown’s school
produced quick results. A few months in it were enough to make one
a court messenger or even a court clerk. Those who stayed longer
became teachers; and from Umuofia labourers went forth into the
Lord’s vineyard. New churches were established in the surrounding
villages and a few schools with them. From the very beginning reli-
gion and education went hand in hand.

Mr Brown’s mission grew from strength to strength, and because

of its link with the new administration it earned a new social prestige.

136 COLONIZERS AND COLONIZED

But Mr Brown himself was breaking down in health. At first he ig-

nored the warning signs. But in the end he had to leave his flock, sad

and broken.

oo

What happened?
Find the answers in the text.
1 What does Mr Brown do and say in response to the belief that Enoch had
been cursed by his father? How does this gain him respect among the tribe?
2 How does Mr Brown convince the villagers to go to school? In pairs,
make a list of the reasons which helped convince them.
3 What is the ‘Evil Forest’and why do the leaders of the tribe give that

piece of land to the missionaries?
Discuss why some members of the tribe turn to the Christian faith.

5 Okonkwo is called the ‘Roaring Flame'
- Find examples of how this description of him reflects his behaviour.
— What are his feelings towards the missionaries and to the tribe’s
attitude to the missionaries?

Reading between the lines

Analyse the text and make interpretations. Be prepared to motivate

your answers.

1 Akunna and Mr Brown spend time together discussing their beliefs.
In groups, discuss what you understand, from the text, to be different
and similar in the two religions.

— What makes Akunna and Mr Brown think that their own religion is
the best one? What are their arguments?

2 Mr Brown opens a school in the village. Why do you think education
is a good tool for the missionaries? Discuss what is meant by ‘religion
and education went hand in hand’ (page 136).

THINGS FALL APART 137




