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DEDICATION

For Eniola (the ‘Wild Christian’),

and to the memory of ‘Essay’.

Also for Yeside, Koyode and Folabo,
who do not inhabit the memory span

of the years recounted in these pages.






I

The sprawling, undulating terrain is all of Aké. More than mere
loyalty to the parsonage gave birth to a puzzle, and a resentment,
that God should choose to look down on his own pious station, the
parsonage compound, from the profane heights of Itoko. There was
of course the mystery of the Chief's stable with live horses near the
crest of the hill, but beyond that, this dizzying road only sheered
upwards from one noisy market to the other, looking down across
Ibiripa and Ita Aké into the most secret recesses of the parsonage
itself.

On a misty day, the steep rise towards Itoko would join the sky. If
God did not actually live there, there was little doubt that he
descended first on its crest, then took his one gigantic stride over
those babbling markets—which dared to sell on Sundays—into St
Peter’s Church, afterwards visiting the parsonage for tea with the
Canon. There was the small consolation that, in spite of the temp-
tation to arrive on horseback. he never stopped first at the Chief’s,
who was known to be a pagan; certainly the Chief was never seen
at a church service except at the anniversaries of the Alake's
coronation. Instead God strode straight into St Peter's for morning
service, paused briefly at the afternoon service, but reserved his most
formal, exotic presence for the evening service which, in his honour,
was always held in the English tongue. The organ took on a dark,
smoky sonority at evening service, and there was no doubt that the
organ was adapting its normal sounds to accompany God's own
sepulchral responses, with its timbre of the egingin,* to those
prayers that were offered to him.

Only the Canon'’s residence could have housed the weekly Guest.
For one thing, it was the only storey-building in the parsonage.
square and stolid as the Canon himself, riddled with black wooden-
framed windows. BishopsCourt was also a storey-building but only
pupils lived in it, so it was not a house. From the upper floor of the

* Ancestral masquerade.



Canon's home one a/most looked the top of 1t6kd straight in its
pagan eye. It stood at the highest lived-in point of the parsonage,
just missing overlooking the gate. Its back was turned to the world of
spirits and ghommids who inhabited the thick woods and chased
home children who had wandered too deeply in them for firewood,
mushrooms and snails. The Canon’s square, white building was a
bulwark against the menace and the siege of the wood spirits. Its rear
wall demarcated their territory, stopped them from taking liberties
with the world of humans.

Only the school-rooms of the primary school shared this closeness
to the woods, and they were empty at night. Fenced by rough
plastered walls, by the windowless rear walls of its houses, by tumuli
of rocks which the giant trees tried vainly to obscure, Aké parsonage
with its corrugated roofs gave off an air of fortifications. Secure
within it, we descended or climbed at will into overlapping, inter-
leaved planes, sheer rock-face drops, undergrowths and sudden hide-
outs of cultivated fruit groves. The hibiscus was rampant. The air
hung heavy with the perfumes of lemon leaves, guavas, mangoes,
sticky with the sap of boum-boum and the secretions of the rain-tree.
The school-compounds were lined with these rain-trees with wide-
spread shade filled branches. Needle-pines rose above the acacia and
forests of bamboos kept us permanently nervous; if monster snakes
had a choice, the bamboo clumps would be their ideal habitation.

Between the left flank of the Canon’s house and the School
playing-fields was—the Orchard. It was too varied, much too profuse
to be called a garden, even a fruit-garden. And there were plants and
fruits in it which made the orchard an extension of scripture classes,
church lessons or sermons. A leaf-plant, mottled white-and-red was
called the Cana lily. As Christ was nailed to the Cross and his wounds
spurted blood, a few drops stuck to the leaves of the lily stigmatizing
it for ever. No one bothered to explain the cause of the abundant
white spots which also appeared on every leaf. Perhaps it had to do
with the washing of sins in the blood of Christ, leaving even the most
mottled spots in a person’s soul, snow-white. There was the Passion
fruit also, born of another part of that same history, not however a
favourite of any of us children. Its lush green skin was pleasant to
fondle in one’s palm, but it ripened into a dessicated yellow,
collapsing like the faces of the old men and women we knew. And it
barely managed to be sweet, thus failing the infallible test of a real
fruit. But the queen of the orchard was the pomegranate which grew,
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not so much from a seed of the stone church, as of the lyrical Sunday
School. For it was at the Sunday School that the real stories were told,
stories that lived in the events themselves, crossed the time-border of
Sundays or leaves of the Bible and entered the world of fabled lands,
men and women. The pomegranate was most niggardly in
producing. It yielded its outwardly hardy fruit only once in a while,
tended with patience by the thick-veined hands and face which
belonged to someone we only knew as Gardener. Only Gardener
could be trusted to share the occasional fruit among the small,
dedicated band of pomegranate watchers. yet even the tiniest wedge
transported us to the illustrated world of the Biblical Tales Retold.
The pomegranate was the Queen of Sheba, rebellions and wars, the
passion of Salome, the siege of Troy. the Praise of beauty in the Song
of Solomon. This fruit, with its stone-hearted look and feel unlocked
the cellars of Ali Baba, extracted the genie from Aladdin s lamp,
plucked the strings of the harp that restored David to sanity, parted
the waters of the Nile and filled our parsonage with incense from the
dim temple of Jerusalem.

It grew only in the Orchard, Gardener said. The pomegranate was
foreign to the black man’s soil, but some previous bishop, a white
man had brought the seeds and planted them in the Orchard. We
asked if it was she apple but Gardener only laughed and said No.
Nor, he added, would that apple be found on the black man’s soil.
Gardener was adjudged ignorant. It was clear that only the
pomegranate could be the apple that lost Adam and Eve the joys of
paradise. There existed yet another fruit that was locally called apple,
soft yet crisp, a soft pink skin and reasonably juicy. Before the advent
of the pomegranate it had assumed the identity of the apple that
undid the naked pair. The first taste of the pomegranate unmasked
that impostor and took its place.

Swarms of bats inhabited the fig tree, their seed-pocked droppings
would cake the stones, lawns, paths and bushes before dawn. An
evergreen tree, soft and rampant bordered the playing-field on the
side of the bookseller’s compound, defying the Harmattan; it filled
the parsonage with a tireless concert of weaver-birds.

An evil thing has happened to Aké parsonage. The land is eroded,
the lawns are bared and mystery driven from its once secretive combs.
Once, each new day opened up an unseen closure, a pocket of rocks,
a clump of bush and a colony of snails. The motor-hulk has not
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