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Series Editor’s Preface
The Carolina Academic Press African World Series, inaugurated in
2010, offers significant new works in the field of African and Black
World studies. The series provides scholarly and educational texts
that can serve as both reference works and readers in college classes.
Studies in the series are anchored in the existing humanistic and
the social scientific traditions. Their goal, however, is the identification and elaboration of the strategic place of Africa and its Diaspora
in a shifting global world. More specifically, the studies address gaps
and larger needs in the developing scholarship on Africa and the
Black World.
The series is intended to fill gaps in areas such as African politics,
history, law, religion, culture, sociology, literature, philosophy, visual arts, art history, geography, language, health, and social welfare. Given the complex nature of Africa and its Diaspora, and the
constantly shifting perspectives prompted by globalization, the series also meets a vital need for scholarship connecting knowledge
with events and practices. Reflecting the fact that life in Africa continues to change, especially in the political arena, the series explores
issues emanating from racial and ethnic identities, particularly those
connected with the ongoing mobilization of ethnic minorities for inclusion and representation.
Toyin Falola
University of Texas at Austin
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Introduction
This book tells the story of my struggles— with my homeland and its
colonial past, with ethnic differences and violence that produced the
Nigeria-Biafra War, but most of all with my father, a man who himself lived through and was shaped by these struggles. At this stage of
my life, I can say that I am my father’s son, and that I have taken up
his torch to new places. I now live in America, where I have tried to
realize his dream of using Western education and values to overcome
the poverty and turmoil of life in postcolonial Nigeria. I am also Igbo,
and that ethnic identity, passed on from father to son, has had an
enormous influence on me, from customs, dispositions, and values
that still affect who I am, to a stake and role in the bloody Nigerian civil
war. Finally, like my father, I am Christian, which has helped me get
a universal perspective on my country’s and my own personal history.
Christianity has been a source of solace and reconciliation, which
has helped me to come to terms with the difficulties of my homeland and my struggles with my father, who was both an exacting
taskmaster and beloved ideal. This memoir tells the story of how I,
a young Igbo boy, took on the ideals of my father and found my way
from a situation of poverty, postcolonial malaise, and ethnic violence to a new life as a university professor in America. It is a story
that tells how the burden of carrying my father’s torch has given me
the freedom of a new life, one that remains haunted by the traumas
of its past, but which embraces the blessings of its present and future.
My father himself wrestled with the idea of adapting to the sociocultural, political, and religious changes that occurred in Igbo society because of the British invasion of their land between 1902 and
1906. After some futile resistance to the changes, he became one of
the first to join the church white missionaries founded in our clan.
He first became a Roman Catholic Mission (RCM) convert, and later
a convert of the Church of Scotland Mission (CSM). He studied up to
Standard II, which enabled him to serve as an interpreter in his village
xv
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INTRODUCTION

church for the white missionaries. He played music for the church
band and led other native Christians when they went on open-air and
camp crusades. My father loved schooling, and he would have gone
beyond the level of education he attained if there had not been a devastating incident that prevented him from achieving his educational goal.
According to him, Scottish missionaries and British officials invited him to train as a police constable, so he could help maintain law
and order in his clan and to run some errands for them. He had received enough basic literacy training in English to train for those
roles. He could read and write letters for his fellow villagers (and
later in my lifetime, he could write agreements for them). As he prepared to go for the training, his elder sister refused to let him go,
threatening to die if my father left their home for anywhere else. In
obedience to his sister’s wishes, Father declined the invitation, and
the ruling white men gave the opportunity to another villager. However, six months later, the sister died, and Father lost the opportunity to become a leader in a white man’s employment but not the
will to become a village leader in other village affairs.
He perfected his wrestling match prowess and strategies and became a wrestling champion in his village and clan. In addition, he became a parent-teacher association (PTA) chairperson and secretary,
respectively, alternating the two roles with another literate man from
a neighboring village, when the Scottish missionaries established a
primary school between our village of Umuchiakuma and the neighboring Amammiri village. Other roles he played in the village and clan
because of his basic formal school education in his time taught him
the importance of acquiring a Western education. So he vowed to train
all his children, especially the boys, in school. When other parents
failed to encourage their children to attend school, he insisted that his
own children had to go, with or without his material support. He
would punish me if I failed to do my homework or come out on top
of my classes in every test and exam I took. I did not understand why
he was doing that to me at my young age. But after I became a college
graduate, he told me the reason he had dropped out of school and
never became the police constable for which he wanted to train. He thus
failed to realize his dream. It seemed to me that he was vicariously living through my achievements as an educated person.
Now that I live permanently in America and have grown older and
perhaps wiser with sons and grandsons both in the United States and
Nigeria and my father is no longer alive, I feel the urge to write my story,
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which includes recalling and examining the events of the uneasy relationship I had with him very early in my life. I fear that some of my
sons, who detect some of my father’s character traits in me, misunderstand me occasionally as I did my father. Some days, he would
show me the greatest love a father could show to his most beloved
son, but on other days, he would spank me or talk to me harshly because of some mistakes I made, including those I considered minor.
On such days, I wondered if he loved me at all. No, my father could
never overlook any of my mistakes and avoid punishing me for them.
To my mother, a demure and obedient Christian wife, what my father
was doing to me then was a show of tough love to his beloved son.
From time to time, she would remind me of what the Holy Bible says:
Honor thy father and thy mother: that thy days may be long
upon the land which the Lord thy God gives thee (Exodus
20:12).
On his own part, my father would constantly exert his paternal
authority over me and recite a similar biblical passage after punishing me, lest I forget to obey or honor him as if he were God:
My son, forget not my law; but let thine heart keep my commandments:
For length of days, and long life, and peace, shall they add
to thee (Proverbs 3: 1-2).
As time went by, I learned to listen carefully to my father and to
do whatever he asked me to do without questions. Nevertheless, that
is not to say that I appreciated the rocky father-son relationship between us early in my life.
“How could I, the last born of four children, be the one that he always sent to run all his errands? Why couldn’t he ask Brother Ikpo
to run some of the errands for him as I did?” I asked myself. But I dared
not ask such questions openly, fearing he would spank me for my
effrontery.
It was after my father realized that I was trying to neither disobey
him purposely nor impugn his parental authority that he began to act
in a way that surprised me pleasantly. He showed me some measure
of kindness that seemingly cleared some of my doubts. One day, he
invited me for a private talk in his house where my mother and
Brother Ikpo could not hear us.
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“Do you know how special you are to me?” he began.
“No, I don’t,” I said, for I did not understand what he was getting
at, and my eyes began to cloud up with tears.
“Yes, you are! I see you as a very perceptive, mentally sharp, and physically agile, son. I trust you as the only one who can deliver my messages accurately to people. And, I see you as being capable of carrying
my torch when I become unable to do most of the tasks I’m now doing
in our home and community.”
I had never before known my father had so much trust and regard
for me as his beloved. I was overjoyed and wondered if Father had
always been preparing me for a big role all along without showing
any hint of his intentions.
“Why do you think I call you Ikenga nna ya (Father’s right hand
man) whenever you please me or bring honor to our family?” he asked.
“Always remember the Bible passage I read in our last family prayer
meeting. ‘Chasten thy son while there is hope, and let not thy soul
spare for his crying’ (Proverbs 19:18). I only chasten you to make you
stronger— and to keep you from suffering at the whims of fortune
which will sometimes bring hard times to you and your life.”
As a result of our discussion, I began to work harder than before
to maintain his trust and thereby become my given name, Kalu, which
means God of thunder and war, and my praise name, Ikenga nna ya,
which means his father’s right hand man.
It is for the sake of my children and grandchildren’s understanding
of me as a father and grandfather, as well as for the benefit of all struggling young people that I write my story so they can stop doubting
their bright future in life. For both reasons, I feel it is important that
I tell the story of my life, which begins with my family upbringing, colonial education, and my professional life: my story, which echoes the
story of all the poor and needy, who have strived to get out of poverty
and become successful in life at the long last. I hope my story— indeed our collective story of struggles and triumphs— will inspire other
people who started life poor like me to aim at achieving a better life
for themselves in spite of whatever obstacles they face in life.

