Chapter 3

IN THE "HOUSE" OF THE CHIEF
Come with me to visit the land
where the Izis live! Here and
there in vast yam fields you
can detect a grass roof,
sometimes
two
or
three
together
which
would
indicate the home of a
wealthier man having more
than one wife - yet these huts
are no higher than the stakedup yam tendrils which have
grown so tall lately.

compound of a poor family - just one hut for one wife

This is Izi country. No villages - only scattered compounds hidden in the fields. No
wells - only dirty streams. No fruit trees, only yam fields, some oil palms and some
wine palms.
But when you enter Chief Mbamu's compound, you are surprised. It is a small
village itself, about the size of three tennis courts. The red ground is kept
scrupulously clean. Like every Izi
compound, it is swept several
times a day. A fence made out of
thin living trees protects the large
circle of the nine grass-roofed
huts. Seven of them are occupied
by the present seven wives with
their children, in one hut live the
older boys and the last is the
visitor's reception hut, the 'obu'.
And in the center of this circle of
huts stands the small rectangular
cement house with a corrugated
tin roof. This is our new home.

huts of two of chief Mbamu’s wives

Chief Mbamu hadn't moved into one of his wives' huts after all, but set up his
home in the 'obu', a wide grass roof nearly touching the ground supported by
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strong poles. No walls. His iron spring bed had been carried there and this was the
place where he sat most of the day and slept at night - no mattress nor pillow nor
sheet - while each of his wives in turn had the duty of keeping the fire next to him
going day and night in order to keep flies and mosquitoes away. He had ample
opportunity to watch our every move from there and we soon earned ourselves
the reputation: "They are hard-working people".

our house from the back side with cowpen, notice our
watertank

Indeed, we tried to get set up as
quickly as possible so that we could
start with the language work. We
sawed and hammered, nailed and
screwed,
white-washed
and
unpacked. We noticed very soon
that our new friends
watched
rather than offered to help. But as
our house was so small, we did not
mind being left to ourselves and
soon our only room (12 x 10 feet)
which served as bedroom, nursery,
living-room, dining-room, study and
visitor's room looked like a home. In
addition, we had two minute rooms

which we assigned as kitchen place and
storage room. The makeshift bucket-toilet
was just outside our backdoor, one yard
from the corral fence. Surprisingly, there
was no smell from the corral, as we had
feared, because every day the cow dung
is collected by a girl or a woman (by hand,
of course). It is diluted with water and
smeared on the floors of their huts. This is
done ever so often and the floors become
as hard as cement. One of the earliest
verbs we learned was 'to lay a floor cow
dung in the house'!
Young girl collecting cow manure

Bernhard's hand-made cot was placed
under one window hole, our study table under
the opposite one so that all of us would have
enough air and light. The holes had iron bars to
keep burglars away and also wooden shutters.
However, all too often the already small openings
would be darkened by two or four or six or more
people peeping in to get a glimpse of that
chubby contented baby who smiled and
chuckled with glee for everyone who entertained
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him through the window. Life was a big change from the orderly rythm he had
had before. Now he had to fall asleep when he was exhausted - while the tape
recorder was running for our language drills, or with the typewriter in action, or the
informant session in process, or
while our visitors were loudly
conversing with us. He adapted
quickly and was not afraid when
the women wagged their heads
in front of his nose and let out
loud exclamations of pleasure.
No, he smiled, making their
delight even greater.
Every morning I would carry
Bernhard around from hut to hut,
greeting each woman as was
in front of our house
the custom, learning a few
words here and there. With a
clipboard and our first two questions in Izi, "What is this called?" and "What are you
doing just now?", we collected many words and useful phrases which we later
discussed with our language helper, Ukwa.
Ukwa was one of the middle sons of the chief and about 16 years old.
"It is not polite to ask a man how many children he has," he told us, so our question
was never translated to the chief. (We also remembered this piece of cultural
information when we visited other compounds - saving the father the
embarrassment of first having to count his children in his mind). As time passed, we
found out that the chief had about 42 direct offspring. All the older ones were
already married, or lived elsewhere, and the smaller children - the youngest being
about 2 - were too young to be of any help. Ukwa had just finished his 6 years of
primary school and was the one chosen to be our interpreter and language
helper.
"I am very happy that you have come to live in my father's compound", he
assured us. "And all my brothers and sisters are happy too. I promise that I will
teach you my language in its purest form!"
We soon found out that Ukwa's and all the other people's happiness about our
coming had a deeper reason: they regarded us as their source of income, as their
wealthy big brother who could be begged for anything at any time, from tin cans
to medicine or money for their sacrifices.
We had not expected that Ukwa would teach us his language for the sheer joy of
it and in the first 'business' discussion with his father, Paul offered him an adequate
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salary for one hour's language work a day, a salary that corresponded to half a
day's wage for a farm labourer in that area.
"You must understand, Mbamu," Paul tried to explain to the chief, interpreted by
Ukwa, "it is just impossible for us to employ your son for a full day. We have to work
on the things he teaches us, we have to make lists of the words, drill sentences,
learn by heart, write letters and go out to visit other compounds. So we can only
work with him one hour a day."
It was obvious that the chief was not at all happy about this and argued back and
forth. However, Paul remained firm and in the end the chief had to give in. We
were thankful that our first disagreement had ended peacefully. Little did we know
how determined Mbamu was to have his own way, and income, and that he was
just gaining time to think up his plan.
A few days later, he called Paul for a discussion. As usual, Paul had to stoop very
low to enter his shelter and then was offered a tiny stool. After a few customary
greetings the chief disclosed his news.
"Ukwa has been offered a job in the tin mines", he declared.
"Hm. Who will work for us then?" Paul asked, realizing immediately what the chief
had in mind.
"Oh, there is nobody at the moment," was the sly answer, "but if you would agree
to employ Ukwa for the whole day he would probably forfeit his opportunity and
stay to help you..."
In those first few days we had already come to know the shrewdness of the old
man. We knew that if we wanted to remain his friends, we had no other choice
but to accept.

Paul recording with Ukwa

So from now on Ukwa worked for us
full time, or rather, was supposed to
work! We quickly set up a working
alphabet and taught him how to
write the difficult sounds in his
language. Now he could work for
us on his own, find and group words
with certain sounds in them, try to
find words with the same sounds
but
different
tones,
collect
proverbs, write down fables and
other stories, describe some of their
customs etc. There are a few
sounds in Izi that do not exist in
English and for which we had to
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devise a symbol. One of them we had not even come across in our phonetic
lessons during our linguistic training: an intriguing whistling sound.
Ukwa learned to write his own language very fast, yet he had great difficulty in
deciding where one word should end and the other start. In that we were not
able to help him yet. But although he did not get much work done on his own nor
was it very imaginative, we were happy to have him. He was an amiable chap
and liked us, but he was one of those unhappy products of education: he was
standing between two worlds and didn't dare to choose either of them: the world
of his father and forefathers and their beliefs, and the world of 'enlightenment'
which had come with schooling. In our presence, he would make fun of his
fathers's sacrifices which he performed just outside our door, in front of his juju
house, but he was bound by fear of those same spirits when something
unexpected happened.
He was of special value to us in going once a week to the nearest town, Abakaliki,
10 miles away, to take and collect our mail and buy fruit and eggs. This saved Paul
practically a whole day's cycle ride under the African sun or in a sudden
downpour. It also saved him from the embarrassment of hearing any more of such
comments as:
"Look how funny, a white man riding on a bicycle!"
"I wonder where he has hidden his big car!"
"He must be a miser, otherwise he would bring his car out and let us ride with him
to town!"
We sometimes wished we did have a car. Especially
one day when Bernhard's temperature went steadily
up in spite of medicine and prayer, until it reached
over 104 degrees Fahrenheit in the evening. We
prayed
and
dedicated
our
firstborn afresh to the
Lord. Then I packed
a
few
clothes
together in a bag
and together we set
out in the dark, Paul
carrying a limp, but
burning-hot baby in
his arms. We took
the shortest way to
the tarred road, over a 40-foot long and 6-inch
wide bamboo bridge, and then walked nearly
two miles in the moonlight. Once on the main
over the bamboo bridge was the
road we were soon picked up by a car and
shortest way to the big road
brought to friends in Abakaliki. In the morning,
26

Bernhard was well, with no trace of fever. We were able to return. It had only been
a scare from the enemy...
The rainy season was reaching its climax. The daily
downpours kept our water tank ever filled and
overflowing for the women in the compound. One
morning very early, Ukwa knocked at our door:
"All the wooden planks from your new bridge have
been washed away, they can't be seen
anywhere!"
"Ukwa, this is your responsibility! Remember that we
wanted to dismantle the bridge and keep the
wood stacked away safely? It was you who said to
leave it there as the stream would never rise so
high."
In the afternoon, the chief called Paul for a
discussion - as he did nearly every day for one
reason or another. He asked:
"How can the wood be put back in place again?"
What he had in mind was how to get some money
out of us for the work of his people. Paul again
denied all responsibility - he was not going to pay.

the women collect rain that
drips from our aluminium roof

One hour later, Ukwa and six of Mbamu's wives arrived in the compound carrying
the planks on their heads. They had been scattered hundreds of yards
downstream in the woods. The women balanced the very heavy beams and
planks on their heads as if they were matches. And yet they were so heavy that
Paul could not lift one of them at the end! Each of the wives carried her plank to
her hut and after some stones were put under it, an ideal resting place for her
family had been created!
The life of the Izis is spent completely out of doors during the day, and the hut is
only used for storage, and to retire late at night for some hours of sleep. So the
cooking, eating, resting, visiting, quarreling, palavering, was always going on
round our house and we in fact were immersed in the Izi language, hearing it
spoken and shouted from dawn until late at night. The situation was almost too
ideal for learning the language. It often happened that our minds got so tired, our
ears simply clammed up and we lived without hearing what was going on around
us.
I myself found it very hard to organise my own regular language sessions, firstly
because I had nobody to help me with the housework, and secondly because
Ukwa did not like working with a woman. Different culture! He had never seen a
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woman who was not looked down upon and treated like a slave. But I had my
special friends among the women and children, and one day, as soon as his big
brother was out of sight, little Ogbona who was learning English at school now,
came to me:
"I want to come into your house. I want to teach you my language..."
That was the beginning of some private lessons with a very patient little teacher
whose pronunciation was crystal clear.
All of the women and children lived in deadly fear of their husband and father.
When his authoritarian voice thundered through the compound, they all hid in, or
behind their huts, and breathed more freely when he left the compound for some
time.
I was especially drawn to the youngest wife, Ogbaga, a beautiful young girl of
about 17, but apparently hated by everybody. Ukwa told us with much contempt
and satisfaction of the sad state of the girl. She had been married to the chief for
just one year. She had struggled against this marriage with all her might, but her
parents had forced her to marry him. Her rebellion was still held against her.
Furthermore, in all that year she had not become pregnant, and although we
guessed that the chief was too old and sick, the fault was, of course, entirely on
her side. And we came to learn that there is nothing more despised and cursed in
Iziland than a woman without children. How I thanked the Lord for giving us
Bernhard before we moved to Izi.
A big wound on Ogbaga's ankle hindered her from working on the farm like her
co-wives. This infuriated them even more. We could be sure that whenever she
appeared from her hut, some kind of quarrel would arise - and she herself had a
sharp tongue.
I offered to treat Ogbaga's wound. The first time she came and untied the dirty
rags which covered her ankle, I was nauseated by the sight and the smell: raw
flesh down to the bone. No wonder she was always crying with pain. From then on
she came every day and we bathed the foot in salt water and I bandaged it
carefully. Slowly, very slowly, over weeks, the flesh stared to cover the bone. Every
so often I would go to the chief with Ukwa as interpreter and plead with him to let
the girl go to the hospital. He said he had no money. We knew he had plenty, but
even though we offered to pay for her transport and treatment, he would not
agree.
One day, an influential visitor came to greet the chief and ourselves. He saw
Ogbaga was in our house just then, so I enlisted his help to persuade the chief to
allow her to go to the hospital. I did not realise my mistake until the visitor had
gone and the chief's anger broke loose. Since he did not dare to quarrel with the
white woman, all his fury was directed at Ogbaga. From that day onwards she
was forbidden to come into our house or have any contact with us at all. I cried
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over the cruelty of the chief and also over my own mistake of not keeping my
mouth shut and just trusting the Lord for his help in healing. Every time tears welled
up in me when I saw Ogbaga limping on a crooked stick through the compound,
looking sadly towards our house, her wound no longer covered with the white
bandage but with a green tree leaf.
***
Soon after our arrival the chief informed us that he had called all the elders of that
area together for a meeting in his compound in order to introduce us to them.
Fortunately, the chief also mentioned what was expected of us.
"This is a good time to give presents," he declared, "then everybody will feel
happy!"
"What kind of presents make them happy?" Paul inquired.
"Oh, beer and palm wine, of course!"
We explained that we ourselves did not drink wine and that we felt drinking was
not a good idea for that meeting because it might result in fighting at the end.
When he saw that we did not give in, he only insisted that we buy kola-nuts and
tobacco for snuffing, this being an unbreakable law of Izi hospitality.
On the appointed day, not only the invited elders but a number of other men,
young and old, came. They sat outside on the planks of our washed-away bridge
and enjoyed our substitute beer (Coca-Cola!), the matches and the kola-nuts
which we had bought for them. Paul made a speech, translated by Ukwa, and
explained why we had come.
"So you have not come to take away our land?" asked on old man, daring to
voice the rumour they had heard, the question that was on everybody's heart.
Land is their god.
None of those who had come knew a word of English. Some really seemed happy
about our wanting to learn and write their language, while others were very
doubtful that Izi could be written at all! The climax of their satisfaction was
reached when they all crowded around the tape recorder and listened to the
replay over the loudspeaker. What hilarious excitement to recognise your friend's
voice and even your own! The gesticulating and shouting did not even stop when
we turned off the tape recorder - what a wonderful box!
Yes, a wonderful talking box. One day the Good News would come to them
through that box, recorded by one of their own people. The Lord had lifted the
curtain for us a tiny bit: could it really be that the gospel preached through a
talking box would have a greater impact than ordinary preaching?
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***
Day by day we were plodding along learning Izi. Malaria, colds, throat infection
and fever among all three of us kept us from advancing quickly, and added to
the frustrations. Izi is not easy!! We soon found words which had the same sounds,
but could have up to four different meanings according to the voice pitch with
which they were pronounced. But as soon as you put a word in a sentence, the
tone of that word changed. How could we ever find out these rules? And
furthermore, how could we recognise that word in a sentence, since not only did
the tone change, but also the last vowel sound always disappeared?
"Ndzagi" meant "he is afraid", but only by much comparing and substituting did we
later find out that it was preferable to write it "Ndzu agu iya" and that the parts
really meant "Life is hungering him".
"Ehatsiutso" was another expression everybody used when they saw Bernard. "Ehu
atso iya utso", i.e. "body is sweet to him sweetness" was what they really said for
"he is happy". Yes, he was happy although his "cruel" mother left him most of the
time in his cot instead of carrying him on her hips as
they do. His favorite pastime was rocking up and down
on his tummy like the lizards outside did. At 4 months, he
was just conscious of his own voice and loved
entertaining the world with long drawn out shouts of
delight. He was the key that opened up the hearts of
the Izis to us strangers. I always carried him with us
when, in the cool of the evening, we went out to visit
the neighboring compounds. Wherever we went, he
was the center of conversation. On the paths, even
men with their frightening faces and wicked eyes,
stopped on their way from the fields, sweaty and dirty,
and stretched out their arms toward Bernard. There was
always a struggle within me over letting them hold him
and I secretly hoped that he himself would be afraid.
But I recognised that he was the Lord's and not my
own, that he was predestined to bring joy to others.
Bernhard in open door so that
Indeed, he would never shrink back and with a
he would get more light
delightful shout would stretch out his chubby arms to
the most fearsome Izi warrior.
Every day we learned more about the language and the people, about their joys
and their worries. Water is scarce - daily washing is only done in the rainy season,
preferably in a shower of rain! Then the body, with clothes on, is soaped and
rinsed off under clean heavenly water! The government was ready to provide
them with town water in pipes and fountains, but only if they would move together
and live in villages. Impossible for the Izi! "You need your fields right near your
compound! How easy it would be for enemies and robbers to attack a village! No,
we want to stay where we are. And besides, fetching water is work for the women
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and children and there is no need to make their load easier. Sicknesses caused by
dirty water? That is what you think, but we know better - it is the evil spirits that
cause them, not the water which even our fathers and grandfathers drank, and
lived to a ripe old age!"
"What about re-settling in villages so that it is easier for your children to attend
school? At present the children have miles to walk!"
"Schools? We don't want our children to be educated. They have to collect
firewood and fetch water, watch the cows and the younger brother or sister. We
are only cursed with an educated son - he doesn't get a job and yet is too proud
to help his father in the fields."
Fear of thieves is ever present. Some of the chief's wives regularly bring me the key
to their huts. Nobody trusts his neighbor. And least of all one's co-wife. Among the
men, machetes are easily swung, blood is very often shed, guns are ever ready.
Drumming, dancing, singing, and drinking are regular activities of their restday
which is every fifth day.
Our chief was no exception in this. But he was
old, and very sick. We heard him coughing
every night and knew that he was coughing
blood. Every day he heard us say that he should
go to the hospital. He did not want to spend
money on medicine. But on the native medicine
man, that was a different matter!

the earthernware pot at the corner of our house
contains roots and barks in water that is
supposed to have healing power

One day, through the window over our study
table, we saw a woman pulling a calf through the
compound. In the evening we saw a big kettle
hanging over an open fire.
"Will you have a good meal tonight?" we inquired
from Ukwa.
"The fortune teller told my father to sacrifice a
cow to his juju (object believed to have magic
powers), to get a long life. This he did and we will
eat it now," was the answer.

The chief’s oldest son begs his juju in
front of our house to heal his father. The
goat next to him is ready to be sacrificed.
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"But if you all eat the meat, then the juju won't have anything!"
"We only sacrifice the blood. It has been poured out to the juju. The meat is for us."
Under a small tree with various skull bones stuck on it lay the head of the calf.
Behind it was a calabash on which blood had been sprinkled.
But the blood of calves does not work. Next morning we saw Mbamu lying on a
mat on the ground. A pitiful beggar figure knelt beside him and with a razor blade
made slits in his back in order to draw out the 'bad blood'. A weakened Mbamu
groaned during the next few hours. Nobody showed any form of pity. Our offer to
help him get to hospital was rejected.
In our work period we showed Ukwa our medical book with pictures and diagrams
and told him about the seriousness of his father's condition.
"May I show this to my father?" and off he dashed.
We never found out what fearsome pictures he showed and what gruelling stories
he told his father, but the result seemed a miracle to us. Within five minutes, chief
Mbamu asked Paul to arrange transport to the hospital for him.
Ukwa was sent on our bicycle to town for a taxi. The next morning they set off: the
chief, one of his wives with a headload of yams (she would have to cook for him
at the hospital 35 miles away), Ukwa and Paul.
Arriving at the hospital the doctor's wife asked Paul:
"Do you realize how dangerous it is for us to treat an old chief? If he dies, they will
accuse the doctor and the hospital." Yet the friendly Dutch couple were ready to
give him a check-up. Ukwa translated.
"Are you ready to enter the hospital," the doctor asked the chief.
"Yes."
"For how long have you been coughing?"
"I want to tell you all the places where it hurts me."
"I repeat, for how long have you been coughing?"
"Twenty years."
"For how long have you been coughing blood?"
"Seven years."
After a few minutes, the doctor tells his diagnosis:
"Two hernias. The lungs have to be checked more thoroughly. You need two
operations immediately. It will cost 15 pounds (about 90 dollars)."
The doctor whispers to Paul, "Don't you pay anything. This man can pay for himself.
He is a big chief and has the money."
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Mbamu calls Paul to him and says, "How much do you think we should offer him?"
"Mbamu," Paul replies, "we are not in the market here! Fifteen pounds is very little
for two operations. Please pay!"
As if the doctor hadn't heard this conversation, Mbamu tells him, "I will offer you
three pounds."
The doctor refuses any bargaining. Mbamu tries anyhow, offers 5, 10, 12 pounds.
Paul and Ukwa are embarrassed, but fortunately the doctor is used to such
procedures. He leaves, he has not time to waste. It takes the others a whole hour
to convince the chief to stay at the hospital.
At home again, that evening Ukwa came and leaned into our window, "Thank
you, you have saved my father's life..."
***
The reports of those who had visited the chief in hospital were good, yet it
became clear that the most important Izi feast, the yam feast, would have to be
celebrated without him.
"Tomorrow is a most joyous occasion for all our people; then you can really see the
value of a wife!"
"Why, Ukwa?"
"Otherwise you wouldn't have any children to put yam on your grave and to feed
you!" answered a happy Ukwa.
The other members of the family had been digging out the first yams that day. But
they were not yet to be eaten. To eat the new yam before the yam feast, before
the ancestors were fed, would have been a serious sin. Not to sacrifice and so not
to care for the ancestors was an equally evil thing.
In the early hours of the yam feast we saw Ukwa tying a goat on the back of his
father's bike. The poor animal cried desperately on the long, bumpy journey.
Everywhere along the path we saw men walking with a chicken or a rooster in
their hands - they were on the way to sacrifice on the widely scattered graves of
the ancestors in the fields. At the time of their burial, the huts had been right there.
But these compounds had long disintegrated and become fields again.
The chief's younger brother was the head of the family at the moment. He stood in
front of three little trees that marked the grave of the grandfather. At his feet lay
the mummified head of a horse. It showed to everybody that years ago at a
special ceremony, the grandfather had been given the spirit of a horse in order to
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be 'exalted' in the land of the spirits. The neck of a clay pot stuck out of the
ground.
"This is the mouth of the grandfather's spirit," Paul was told.
The first drops of blood of the sacrificed
goat were sprinkled on the ground, the
horse's head, the clay pot and the tree.
Goat hair and feathers were then stuck
onto the blood. The old man spoke a
'prayer' to the grandfather asking for
health and long life for everybody,
including the white man in their midst.
While the sacrificial morning ceremony
had only been for the few important men
of the household, the afternoon feast was
for everybody. The women had meanwhile

the graves are in the fields

cooked the new yam, pounded it into fufu
and rolled it into dozens of small pellets - that
would be the food for the spirits.

woven palm leaf platters to put food for the
departed

In the afternoon, men, women and children
set out with their pots and bowls full. The
chief's brother laid out the yam pellets neatly
in rows on plaited palm leaf platters. The
grandmother too was given her share on
both sides of the clay pot, and then the stillliving rushed forward, laughing and pushing
each other to get most of the remaining
food. New yam for the first time, how good it
tasted!
***

End of August - it hadn't rained for 10 days. The water in our tank was getting less
and less. Our thoughts turned more often around the question: what after the
rainy season? We had already told the chief that we would not stay longer than 3
or 4 months and would look for a temporary residence in Abakaliki during the dry
season. We had heard how all the rivers dried out and people dug holes in the
river bed to catch a little trickle into a calabash. How could we with our big water
consumption take away their precious liquid? And we were not prepared to
forego our daily 'bucket-bath' either.
But how should we decide on a more permanent home? There certainly wouldn't
be any house to rent in the whole thousand square miles area of Izi! Should we
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build our own house? But where? And how could we get the money? This had
been our prayer concern all along and we were only sure of one thing, the Lord
had a plan, but He had not told us yet.
As time went on, we became aware that one man visited us more often than
others. He was a local councillor who frequently came to the chief 'on business'.
He liked to talk to us, although we could hardly communicate without an
interpreter.
"Your house is too small," he would always say, until one day we realised his
motives: he himself had started to build a house.
One Sunday afternoon, we undertook the long walk across the bamboo bridge to
our friend, Echiegu's, compound. It was also well kept, large (how many wives
would he have?) and very similar to our chief's compound. And lo and behold, in
the center stood an unfinished house, built up to the windows only!
"I wanted to build a proper house as the town people have it," he explained, "but
since my two oldest sons started secondary school, all the money I earn goes into
school fees. I had to stop building." Indeed, high weeds grew inside the walls.
"I would only need about 150 pounds to finish it," he continued. If you could help
me with this, we will be glad to let you live in it."
We stamped around, treading the weeds under foot, in order to see the layout.
Not bad. One big center room, an entrance door onto a verandah in the front
and the back, and on each side two smaller rooms.
The women and children crowded around us as we sat down on the visitors'
bench. "We are very interested in your proposition," we told our new friend.
But that night we were really quite excited. Was this offer a sign from the Lord? The
house had definitely advantages: it was on the other side of the river, therefore
accessible by car, and nearer the main road.
The man himself seemed more open to change than anybody we had met so far.
We would, of course, prefer to have our own house, with a garden where Bernard
could play, but our foremost goal must be to learn the language. Where could we
do this better than in the home of an Izi family? How would our future look?
Our thoughts and prayers quickly turned away from the future and to the rough
present again, when some days afterwards a well known voice thundered through
the compound. The chief had returned!
One of the first persons he missed was his youngest wife Ogbaga - she had gone
to visit her parents for a few days not knowing that the chief would return sooner
than expected. She was immediately sent for.
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The whole compound rushed to the entrance when the young woman appeared.
A dreadful fear was written on the girl's face as she passed our window, followed
by a shouting mob. We held our breath and listened. Would the chief beat her as
he sometimes did the others? Should we interfere and help her? But all was quiet.
Our language helper appeared at the window.
"Ukwa, what happened?"
"My father dismissed her", he answered, obviously satisfied with this decision.
"Where is she now?"
"She has left already," he said triumphantly.
But a little while later we heard the chief again, shouting in an angry voice.
Ogbaga had returned to collect her few belongings. Her enamel bowl on the
head, only wearing a loincloth, she walked out of the compound, quietly sobbing,
others sneering after her.
I wanted to cry, but I had to tell myself that this solution might be better for her.
Yes, but only if her family agreed to take her back...
It became obvious that the chief had returned from hospital too early. He wasn't
well at all. The doctor had advised him to have his second operation in a bigger
hospital. But Mbamu was obstinate. He did not want to move out of his home any
more. So again he turned to the way of his fathers: fortune tellers, medicine men,
sacrifices.
One night we were woken up by fearful cries. Ka - ka ka shouted dozens of shrill voices through the still night.
"Ka' is the Izi expression of sympathy. Would he die
tonight? No, he pulled through - surrounded by many
family members who kept watch. The next morning we
saw a living fowl over a yam on a palm branch where it
slowly and miserably died.
"If you don't go to the hospital, I will not pay anything
for your burial," threatened Ukwa, backed up by the
whole family. The number of fowls and goats in the
compound was dwindling - they either disappeared as
sacrifices or as payments for the sundry medicine men
who gladly seized the opportunity of the chief's sickness
to enlarge their flock.
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"Tomorrow I will go to Abakaliki and hire a taxi," confided Ukwa, "then we will force
our father to go to Umuahia hospital."
His plan succeeded indeed, yet Umuahia hospital sent him home again. There
was a secrecy about his return that we couldn't explain. We saw them through our
window, a small family circle around the chief, discussing in whispers.
Finally Paul was called. The unheard of news was broken to him in low voice: the
doctor would only operate if he was accompanied by several blood-relatives who
would be ready to have blood taken out of their bodies so that it could be put
into the chief's body! How shocking! Paul explained how this is done all over the
world and how thousands of people have been saved from death because
somebody else had given his blood. They could not grasp it. How can a sensible
person agree to give his blood, his life? He might die himself! And worse still , how
could somebody agree to accept another person's blood? Who knows, all kinds
of bad spirits, poison, or curses might enter with it!
As so often in the past, Paul reasoned and pleaded, trying again to tell the chief a
little bit about the Creator God and his Son. How much of it would enter his
darkened mind, especially through a shaky translation? Fortunately, Nwigwe was
there, a secondary school boy at home on holidays. He caught and corrected at
least one mistake when Paul had said "we love you" while Ukwa had understood
and translated "we laugh at you"...
Chief Mbamu would not move. He did not seem to mind the thought of departing
to the land of the spirits. Hadn't he performed the 'horse-title' and several 'cowtitles', party-like sacrificial ceremonies with horse and cow meat, and shared out
hundreds of wine bottles, all so that he would be worthy to be a chief in the next
world? My, the spirits would receive him in triumph!
To Paul he said, "I thank you. Without
you I would be dead already. You did
what you could. May God repay you.
But don't talk about the blood any
more. I'm staying right here."
New faces of magicians and sorcerers
- men and women - kept coming.
One day, as helpless bystanders, we
watched a chase after a juju that
enemies
had
hidden
in
the
compound. A magician led the
the heap of wine bottles at the entrance of the
shouting crowd from hut to tree to
compound shows that this chief is rich and protected
fireplace to numerous other places
by the spirits
until at last he began to dig. His own
juju - a dirty leather bag - he put beside him to increase his power. While he was
bending low over the hole, whistling noises held the audience spellbound.
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"The juju is talking, hear it?" the fearful onlookers trembled. The magician trembled
too, whether in trance, or because Paul was watching his pursed mouth and had
realised that he was deceiving the others by whistling himself, we don't know.
Finally, the man dug something out, a small, burnt clay pot. This was the juju that
enemies had hidden in order to kill the chief...
A few nights later, we were woken up by the shrieking voice of an old woman right
outside our window. She began to run around our little house, round and round,
dozens of times, shouting and shrieking. Was she crazy? We could not understand
a word, but we sensed the powers of darkness circling in on us. We started praying
together, aloud, calling on the name of Jesus, proclaiming His victory over the
unseen world, until the woman stopped and everything became quiet again. It
seemed to us that the Lord had allowed us to occupy a tiny bridgehead in Izi and
with His help and protection we would hold it and claim more.
In the morning we were told that she was a sorceress and had acted in trance.
The enemy attacked us not only from outside, he also tried to gain a foothold in us
by suggesting negative thoughts, which resulted in discouragement and self-pity.
We had certainly expected a certain shock from living in such a different culture,
with a lack of amenities and privacy, with isolation, with a hot and humid climate,
but not with thoughts from the subconscious which tempted us to make
statements like this:
"They are primitive"
"They don't even have arts and crafts"
"Their music is poor too"
"They are all cheats, just out to get money"
"They are just under a curse"
"It will take many years till the gospel can gain entrance"
"They don't even know how to love, just hate and mistrust"
And then, of course:
"How different WE are!"
"Ransomed from the futile ways inherited from OUR fathers".
We soon realised where the source of these infiltrations lay. And we were glad that
the Lord crushed all our hopes that we with our education, training and
intelligence, even with all our hard labour in linguistics and translation, with our
personal sacrifices of money and of going without luxuries and friends, exposing
ourselves to hardships and sickness, that WE could make the impossible possible.
No. Our hope for us and for the Izi people could only be Jesus. If His spirit does not
prepare hearts, we labour absolutely in vain.
We were grateful to know that back home in Switzerland many friends were
praying for us, regularly, daily. It was their prayers that brought us out of the tunnel
of despondency. And at the right time.
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***
The morning of 27th September broke as usual with an army of cocks crowing one
after another. As soon as we had drawn back our window curtain, Ukwa leaned
into our window:
"He has gone..." he breathed. "But do not tell anybody." Paul followed him into the
dark empty hut where the chief had spent his last days of sickness. There he lay, on
the grass mat on the floor, dead. So his juju had not helped him, neither had the
many sacrifices of cows, goats and chickens...
On that day nobody cried, nobody made any noise. Nobody was allowed to, for
the death had not been announced officially. To all the visitors who came to ask
about the chief's health the answer was given, "he is better".
In the afternoon he was carried
out into the open, was seated in
an armchair and washed by his
wives who cried silently. Then he
was dressed again and carried
into another hut.

hired wailing women run through the compound – the
white body painting is the sign of death. The hut with no
walls in the back is the ‘obu’ where the chief spent his
last days.

As soon as the sun was down, the
official wailing started. As if a
music conductor had given the
sign, so innumerable voices
started to cry and shout around
us, "Nna mu-ee! Ji mu-ee! My
father! My husband! Mbamu-ee!"

Hired wailing women led the
family in the lamentations. Every
bit of self-control was gone. The
cries resembled those of a madman, shrieking loudly, with a frantic perseverance.
The earsplitting noise fell on us unexpectedly, nobody
had prepared us for this ordeal.
In vain we waited for the clamor to subside. On the
contrary, more and more people streamed into the
compound attracted by the wailing. Those who stayed
for the night - hundreds - did not sleep. While some
groups continued with crying out the chief's name,
others danced to the blood-stirring rhythms of the war
drums. The drummers - wrinkled old warriors - did not tire
of finding new variations of the war dance to the
honour of Mbamu.
war dance drummers
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No sleep for us that night. When the wailing stopped, countless shots of guns were
fired. The spent powder rained onto our roof. All in Mbamu's honour and to chase
away the evil spirits.
"If I had known this, I would have gone away with Bernhard yesterday," I said to
Paul.
"Don't say that, Inge," Paul encouraged me, "I believe it is right that we go through
this together. Think what a unique opportunity this is for us! Unique for recordings,
for getting to know their
customs, for getting to know
people, and above all so that
people come to see us here !
Don't worry about Bernhard,
the Lord will take care of him
and protect him!"
He was right. Bernhard slept
through
the
noise,
the
drumming and the gunshots as
a child of peace. He who
jerked at the sneeze of his
father seemed to ignore the
deafening cracking of guns.
People around our house at the burial. Notice the crowd of
When he was awake, we took
women in front of our window, looking in on Bernhard’s cot
turns carrying him through the
crowd, letting the people
admire him, trying out our
meager knowledge of Izi. God used this opportunity to impress upon their minds
the presence of the white people and their baby. Bernhard had the effect of a
magnet, especially on the women who clapped their hands, and shouted their
excitement, as only Africans can do. Some prominent Izi men from the town could
not believe their eyes. "How can you ever live out here?"
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cowpen sourrounded by cloth –
the cows were butchered one by one
to feed the guests

In the morning of the second wailing day, the
chief's oldest son wanted to speak to us. With a voice as rough as his father's, he
demanded that we empty half of our only study-living-dining-baby-and-bedroom
so that the body of his father could be carried in. The floor of our house would be
broken up to dig a hole for the burial. In Izi, a chief must be buried in his house.
"This house belongs to my father, not to you. He has built it for the purpose of being
buried inside it." There was tension around this argument.
I was aghast. Impossible to give in to his demand! Impossible, too, to offend this
angry man. What would Paul do? There was no time to discuss the matter
together.
The palaver was tough. Paul categorically rejected the idea, but tried to persuade
him to dig under the house from outside and the father would still be 'buried under
his own house'.
"Hadn't this the advantage that many
people could watch the ceremony,
while in our little house there was only
room for a few?" Paul tried to reason.
Fortunately
there
were
many
bystanders listening and sober enough
to see the good sense in Paul's
suggestion. They reasoned in their own
way with their brother and at last he
acquiesced.
Digging a grave under our house from outside
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During the next seven hours the grave
diggers took turns in front of our window.
The soil was hard clammy clay. They
gladly accepted the offer of our pickaxe.
Each had a palm leaf tied to his torn
shorts, as were also tied on many other
juju-dedicated places in the compound,
in order to be protected from evil spirits.

the grave under our house is ready

Towards evening, the feast reached a
climax. New groups of men and groups of
women arrived from different directions.

Some ran in single file through the
masses of black bodies, brandishing
long branches. The crowds rushed out
of their way, afraid of being beaten or
trampled down. Each group had their
own cry which they chanted in
rhythms, like "iwe - iwe - iwe" - danger,
danger! The groups of women had
rubbed chalk on their naked bodies
and had been running for miles
through the neighbourhood, so
announcing the death of the chief.
Mbamu’s daughter leading a group of wailing women –
The oldest daughter of the chief was
notice her wearing the chief’s capand holding the horse
leading such a group of 50 women,
tail
all carrying branches, in single file
through the country. Wearing the chief's
red, pointed cap she looked like little
Red Riding Hood. She was waving a
horse tail with small bells in her hand symbol of Mbamu's highest Izi title while those running behind her carried
the second symbol, the horse head. Like
a queen she sat down on the little
mound in which uncountable beer
bottles were stuck upside down another symbol of wealth - and broke
into desperate lamentations of, "My
a group of wailing women gather around Mbamu’s
father! My father!" Her friends in a circle
daughter
around her fanned her and joined her
in the dirge.
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Inside the compound, some older men erected a bamboo scaffold - the 'throne'
on which the dead chief would be
displayed for all to see and worship. Four
of his wives were chosen to dress him for
the occasion. During his lifetime, the
chief
had
never
attached
any
importance to clothes. This was a waste
of money. It was only when he rode his
bicycle to Abakaliki that he put on his
robe of chief. Usually he had walked
around in his short loincloth, and only his
head, held high, and his sharp,
authoritative features revealed that he
was chief over thousands of Izi. Now this
erecting the scaffold in front of our house
man, who had lived his life almost naked
was to enter the next world with clothes
that would have been enough for a lifetime, including his family! Because of the
crowd, the women were only slowly getting on with the dressing. Hat and shoes,
everything had to be taken on the journey.
The sun set and darkness fell. Men with sticks and branches appeared and
whipped into the crowd to make a way for those who carried the corpse. Each
one wanted to be nearest the scaffold. With much shouting and pushing, the
corpse was hauled up onto the sticks. The storming and rearing knew no bounds.
Gesticulating flashlights and kerosene lamps illuminated the face. Wine was
constantly poured over him, drenching all his stately apparel.
For two hours into the night, the ecstatic veneration raged until his sons carried him
to the hole under our window. We were asked for our bright gas lantern, and after
another hour, the body was finally put in place - no casket - and the hole closed.
The grave-mound reached right up to our window sill... Our house smelled of palm
wine, sweat, slaughtered cows,
gunpowder
smoke
and
also
putrefaction. In vain we hoped for a
purifying wind.
Again we tried unsuccessfully to get
some sleep by plugging our ears. The
feasting went on, even on the third
day. We counted - about a thousand
visitors celebrated each day in our
compound. Each wanted to be fed
with yam and cow meat, and filled
Peeling yam for the many guests
with palm wine. The first cup of each
new gourd of wine had to be
sacrificed to the dead chief, so his oldest son constantly returned to the grave
mound in front of our window, prayer on tape.
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cooking the yam and boiling the meatsauce

Towards the evening of the third day people slowly
owly disappeared, in groups, or one
by one. The compound looked like a battlefield. Trees had been felled and cut up
as a sign of death, and the wood was lying around. The neat fence had been
trampled down in many places. The refuse of the slaughtered cows was
scattered. Next morning the bones were carefully collected by the chief's small
children and licked and gnawed. Of the 12 cows, there were only three left.
Two weeks later, the compound was again full of people for an "after-burial"
celebration. Palm wine flowed freely. As a security measure, everybody who
entered had to deposit his bush knife. The Izis know their own weaknesses...
Yet it happened all the same. A quarrel broke out. In panic, everybody ran toward
the compound entrance. Nwuguru, the chief's oldest son, emerged from a hut,
completely drunk, waving the
forbidden, swordlike bush knife
above his head. Cries of
anguish and disgust rose on all
sides. Near our door stood
Nwuguru's mother, the chief's
first wife. Her wrinkled old face
fully expressed her horror. She
waved her arms towards the
grave of her husband and
called on his immediate help.
The words just tumbled out of
her mouth. Had he not said to
his sons before his death, "don't
trampling down the earth on the grave
fight with each other"?
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With arm and knife held high,
Nwuguru dashed like a madman
towards the crowd. A whole group
of men rushed forward against him
and overpowered him.
Echiegu, our new friend, was one of
the few who were still sober.
"What happened?" Paul asked him.
Knowing
what
we
wouldn't
understand a long story, he just
smiled and said:

feasting on yam foofoo

"Wine!"
The fight started afresh. Nwuguru could not be restrained. Echiegu threw his short
but powerful body into the group and forced the huge Nwuguru immediately
onto his back. We just gasped in amazement. Two buckets of rainwater from our
tank brought the drunk man to his senses. He sat on the ground in the dark and
cried like a child.
As we ate supper, somebody clapped his hands outside. (This is how you "knock"
at a door in Africa.) It was Echiegu who came for treatment, for Nwuguru had
bitten him in the arm in two places. Just after him, a woman arrived with a
bleeding cut in the arm, and behind her another man stepped out of the dark
with a wound that was caused by a bite...
"What should be done with a man like Nwuguru?" Echiegu asked us. They all felt
that he should somehow be punished. How could we answer? We did not know
their customs.
"If somebody wants to become chief, he has to be an example to his people,"
Paul remarked.
Everybody nodded. They knew that Nwuguru desperately wanted to become the
new chief - yet fortunately that title was not inherited. There would be an election
by the elders. Echiegu as a village councillor would be one of the candidates.
With renewed faith and fresh hope we prayed that evening.
"It looks as if Nwuguru has lost his chance today of succeeding his father."
"How marvelous it would be if Echiegu became the new chief..."
***
During October it did not rain much and we had now decided to move to
Abakaliki town to solve our water problem. Nwuguru tried with all his might,
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cunning and craftiness to keep us in his compound or to get a promise out of us
that we would come back and build our own house on his land. He probably
hoped that his chances of winning the chieftaincy election would increase with
the presence of a white family.
In vain. We just longed to get out of these present living conditions to have some
quietness, privacy and a lot of study time to sort our heaps of language materials.
Our government friends in Abakaliki, the Leaches, sent a message that they had
found us a 3-room apartment from November onwards. I especially looked
forward to having household help there.
Not that we regretted having lived in Mbamu's compound for the last four months.
No, in spite of the hardships we knew that it was what the Lord had prepared. We
had had to pay the price in order to gain entrance to the hearts of the Izi. Now as
we moved along the narrow paths through the yam fields, people would shout
from afar, "Polu!" "Inge!"
"How come you know our names?" we would ask.
"Oh, we saw you in Mbamu's compound!"
We had come to know the needs and fears of the Izis. They distrust, cheat and
hate each other. No one ever needed to tell us, "Leave those natives alone, they
are happy as they are". Little Ogbona said to us:
"We are very sorry that you are leaving, because we will always be much afraid.
When we are afraid at night now, we look at the light coming through between
the wall and the roof of your house, and we are comforted. And when the spirit of
our dead father comes and threatens us in our dreams, we look at your light and
are no longer afraid. But what shall we do when you have gone?"
Yet these Izi people were also part of the 'world that God so loved'. That was why
He had sent us there. Nwigwe, the son in secondary school, said to us:
"We Izi people are worse than animals." Theoretically he agreed that only a
revolution in the hearts can change his people. "They must love each other," he
suggested. But he is not yet ready to go all the way himself.
"...foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various passions and pleasures,
passing the days in malice and envy, hated by men and hating one
another ..." (Tit. 3:3)
A picture of the Izi people? Yes indeed, but the verse reads:
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"for we ourselves were (like that) but He saved us, in virtue of His own
mercy..."
Some day... this would come true...
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