


The Combat

KOLE OMOTOSO

HEINEMANN
LONDON * IBADAN - NAIROBI



Heinemann Educational Books
48 Charles Street, London W1X 8AH
P.M.B. 5205, Ibadan - p.0. Box 25080, Nairobi
EDINBURGH MELBOURNE AUCKLAND TORONTO
HONG KONG SINGAPORE KUALA LUMPUR NEW DELHI

1sBN 0 435 90122 2

© Kole Omotoso 1972
First published 1972

Printed in England by
Cox & Wyman Lid, London, Fakenham
and Reading



AFRICAN WRITERS SERIES
122

The Combat



AFRICAN WRITERS SERIES

Founding editor -

Key to Signs
* Short Stories
[ + Poetry
1 Plays
§ Autobiography or
Biography
| Novels are unmarked

PETER ABRAHAMS
6 Mine Boy

CHINUA ACHEBE
| Things Fail Apart
3 No Longer at Ease
16 Arrow of God
31 A Man of the People
100 Girls at War*
120 Beware Soul Brother{

TEWFIK AL-HAKIM
117 The Fate of @ Cockroacht

T. M. ALUKO
|1 One Man, One Matchet
30 One Man, One Wife
32 Kinsman and Foreman
70 Chief, the Honourable
Minister

ELECH! AMADI
25 The Concubine
44 The Great Ponds

JARED ANGIRA
111 Silent Yoicest

AYl KWEI ARMAH
43 The Beautyful Ones Are
Not Yet Born

BEDIAKO ASARE
59 Rebel

KOFI AWOONOR
108 This Earth, My Brother ...

FRANCIS BEBEY
86 Agatha Moudio’s Son

MONGO BETI

13 Mission to Kala

77 King Lazarus

88 The Poor Christ of Bomba

DENNIS BRUTUS
46 Letters to Marthat
115 ASimple Lustt

DRISS CHRAIBI
79 Heirs to the Past

J. P. CLARK
50 America, Their America§

WILLIAM CONTON
12 The African

BERNARD B. DADIE
87 Climbié

MBELLA SONNE
DIPOKO
57 Because of Women
82 A Few Nights and Days
107 Black and White in Lovet
AMU DJOLETO
4| The Strange Man
CYPRIAN EKWENSI
2 Burning Grass
5 People of the City
|9 Lokotown*
87 Beautiful Feathers
OLOUDAH EQUIANO
10 Equiano’s Travels§
NURUDDIN FARAH
80 From a Crooked Rib
MUGO GATHERU
20 Child of Two Worlds§

BESSIE HEAD
101 Maru

LUIS BERNARDO
HONWANA

60 We Kitled Mangy Dog*
SONALLAH IBRAHIM
95 The Smell of It*
OBOTUNDE IJIMERE
18 The Imprisonment of

Obatalai

AUBREY KACHINGWE
24 No Easy Task

CHEIKH HAMIDOU
KANE

119 Ambiguous Adventure

KENNETH KAUNDA
4 Zambia Shall Be Free§
ASARE KONADU

40 A Woman in Her Prime
55 Ordained by the Oracle

DURO LADIPO
65 Three Yoruba Plays}

ALEX LA GUMA

35 A Walk in the Night*
110 IEnéhe Fog of the Seasons’
n

TABAN LO LIYONG

69 Fixions*

74 Eating Chiefs*

90 Frantz Fanon’s  Uneven

bst
116 Another Nigger Deadt

Chinua Achebe

BONNIE LUBEGA
105 The Outcasts

PAT AMADU MADDY
89 Obasait

ALl A. MAZRU
97 The Trial of Chnstopher
Okigbo

TOM MBOYA
81 The Challenge of
Nationhood§

S.0. MEZU
113 Behind the Rising Sun

DOMINIC MULAISHO
98 The Tongue of the Dumb

JOHN MUNONYE
21 The Only Son
45 Obi
94 Qil Man of Obange
121 A Wreath for the Maidens

JAMES NGUGI
(Ngugi Wa Thiong'o)
7 Weep Not Child
17 The River Between
36 A Grain of Wheat
51 The Black Hermit}

NKEM NWANKWO
67 Danda

FLORA NWAPA
26 Efuru
56 Idu

ONUORA NZEKWU
85 Wand of Noble Wood
91 Blade Among the Boys

OGINGA ODINGA
38 Not Yet Uhuru§

GABRIEL OKARA
68 The Yoice

CHRISTOPHER OKIGBO
62 Labyrinthst

KOLE OMOTOSO
102 The Edifice

SEMBENE OUSMANE
63 God'’s Bits of Wood
92 The Money-Order with
White Genesis

YAMBO OUOLOGUEM
99 Bound to Violence

FERDINAND OYONO
29 Houseboy
39 The Old Man and the Medal



PETER K. PALANGYOQO

53 Dying in the Sun

LENRIE PETERS

22 The Second Round

37 Satellitest

103 Katchikalit

TAYEB SALIH

47 The Wedding of Zein®*

66 Season of Migration to the
North

STANLAKE SAMKANGE

33 On Trial for my Country

SAHLE SELLASSIE

52 The Afersata

FRANCIS SELORMEY

27 The Narrow Path

L. 5. SENGHOR

71 Nocturnest

ROBERT SERUMAGA

54 Return to the Shadows

WOLE SOYINKA

76 The Interpreters

TCHICAYA U TAM'SI

72 Selected Poemst

CAN THEMBA

104 The Will to Die*

REMS NNA

UMEASIEGBU

61 The Way We Lived*

LAWRENCE VAMBE

112 An llI-Fated People§

COLLECTIONS OF
STORIES AND PROSE
9 Modern African Prose
Edited by Richard Rive
14 Quartet
By Richard Rive,
Alex La Guma,
Alf Wannenburgh and
James Matthews
15 Origin East Africa
Edited by David Cook
23 The Origin of Life and
Death
Edited by Ulli Beier
48 Not Even God is Ripe
Enough
Edited by Bakare Gbada-
mosi and Ulli Beier
Political Spider
Edited by Ulli Bejer
North African Writing
Translated by
Len Ortzen
75 Myths and Legends of the
Swahili
Edited by Jan Knappert
Myths and Legends of the
Congo
Edited by Jan Knappert
109 Onitsha Market Literature
Edited by Emmanuel
Obiechina
118 Amadu’s Bundle
Malum Amadu
Edited by Gulla Kell and
Ronald Moody

5
7

w

8

(]

ANTHOLOGIES
OF POETRY
8 A Book of African Verse
Edited by John Reed and
Clive Wake
42 Poems from Ghana
Edited by Kofi Awoonor
and G. Adali-Mortty
64 Seven South African Poets
Edited by Cosmo Pieterse
93 A Choice of Flowers
Translated by
Jan Knappert
96 Poems from East Africa
Edited by David Coock
and David Rubadiri
106 French African Verse
Translated by John Reed
and Clive Wake

COLLECTIONS
OF PLAYS
28 Short East African Plays
Edited by David Cook
and David Rubadiri
34 Ten One-Act Plays
Edited by
Cosmo Pieterse
78 Short African Plays
Edited by
Cosmo Pieterse -
114 Five African Plays
Edited by
Cosmo Pieterse



to the memory of Chris Okigbo



St. Foix asked the gentleman next to him to sit farther away.
‘Why so, sir?’ the gentleman asked.

‘Because, sir, you smell.’

“That sir, is an insult. My seconds will wait on you, and you must
fight me.” -

‘T will fight if you insist, but I don’t see how that will mend the
matter,” St. Foix answered. ‘If you kill me I shall smell too. If I
kill you you will smell, if possible, worse than you do at present.’

The Book of Duels: Philip Rush
(Harrap, London, 1964)



Monday



1

The drum signal of Radio Nigeria woke Chuku Debe at 5.30 a.m.
Chuku hissed, turned round while the wooden bed creaked
violently under his bulk, covered his head with his coverlet and
closed his eyes. But he could not sleep again. From the other
room he heard his friend, Ojo Dada, get up and prepare to go to
his place of work. Chuku got up. He lit the candle which was
stuck into a hole at the head of the bed. Outside the harmattan
haze wrapped itself coyly around the half darkness. Chuku went
out of his room and with the toes of his right foot he began to
feel his way to the ladder by which they usually climbed upstairs.
His toes hit a pile of bricklayer’s utensils and he winced: that
was not a good sign — to hit the toes of the right foot against
anything so early in the morning.

His feet found the rungs of the ladder and he descended to the
ground floor of their four-roomed building. He collected the
bucket and went to the well. When he got to the well he saw that
Ojo had left some water for him. He emptied the water into his
bucket and carried it to the bamboo bathroom. Chuku took off
his wrapper and spread it to cover the entrance to the bath-
room. His hand delved into a corner, and brought out a sponge,
he tucked a piece of Lux soap into it. He picked up an enamel
cup and half-filled it with some water from the bucket. He lifted
the cup to his head and allowed its content to drip slowly down
his thick hair, onto his face, down the knots of muscle of his
chest.

It was cold. The dry coldness of the January harmattan. But
this did not bother Chuku. One cold water bath a day keeps
the harmattan winds away! When had poured a couple
more s of water over his head, he gcrubbed his body with
the sponge. He poured more water over his body and used his
hands to wash off the soap. He put the sponge back in its corner.
His soap and sponge were usually on the right-hand side of the
bathroom, while Ojo’s were on the left-hand side. He put the
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cup down on one of the stones of the bathroom and lifted the
bucket of water. He emptied all the water over his head. He
remembered too late that there was some ﬁlyn the bottom
of the bucket; it tumbled over his head and-oveér his body. He
swore and put the bucket down. He then brushed his hair with
his hands to get the mud off his head. After doing his head
he started br)%l' ff the mud on his chest and down his
stomach and '?g?f_é.go He took the wrapper and wrapped it
around his body. The wrapper would not only absorb all the
water on his body but also clean off whatever mud was left on
his body.

He put the cup inside the bucket and went back towards
the house. The darkness was already lifting now. Those who had
been to morning p rs at the nearby Apostolic Church were
returning. The redigﬁ“n box which they had had fixed onto the
front of the house when he and Ojo had moved into it was
rounding off the morning prayers for its listeners. Chuku entered
the house. He climbed the ladder and went up to his room. The
candle was askew, its yellow flame already lickinp the edge of the
head of the bed. Chuku stood it upright. t his now sodden
wrapper on the bed. He began to dress; his pants, his singlet —
it had large black patches of dirt under the armpits — then his
khaki pair of trousers; over it he put a green dansiki which was
torn on the shoulders. %ent down and began to search for his
pair of tyre-soled slippers: unfortunately he had kicked them
farunder the bed the night before and now the tip of his fingers
-barely touched the nearest of them. He bent low and put his
head under the bed. He reached for the slippers and dragged
them out and put them on. He picked up a thick plastic comb
and put it into his hair, vigorously he combed and combed.
When he was satisfied, he put the comb on the broken-down
easy chair. Now he used his hand to smooth and press down his
hair. By the time he had finished all this, it was already daylight.
He Iifted the pillow and took some money from under it. He put
this inside his trouser pocket, then he closed the door and went
down the ladder.

The redifusion was now giving the news summary in Nigerian
languages. Chuku felt his left trouser pocket; he then put his
left hand into the same pocket. He had forgotten the ignition
key. He returned to the house and ran up the ladder. He pushed
the door open and threw the pillow to the foot of the bed. He
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picked up the ignition key, and put out the candle which he
had left burning. He descended the ladder again wondering if
there was anything else he had forgotten. He went out of the
house locking the door after him.

He walked the almost hundred yards from the house to the
street — Arakale Road — thinking of his plans for the day. He got
to the black Morris Minor and opened the front door on the
driver’s side. He took out a rag, formerl #f a yellow colour now
almost completely covered with black&i th, and with this he
started to clean the car. When he had finished, he put the rag
back inside the coverless glove compartment. He sat behind the
wheel and inserted the ignition key, putting his slippered right
foot on the accelerator. He turned the ignition key and the car
coughed, surging forward as if it would bolt out of control.
Chuku shifted his left foot to the brake pedal, then he shifted the
floor gear-stick to neutral and tried again. This time there was
a continuous whining. He stepped on the accelerator and behind
the small car a cloud of smoke issued from the mud-covered
silencer. Chuku kept his foot on the accelerator for another
minute. Satisfied at last that the car had warmed up, he switched
off the engine.

He got out of the car again and went to the stall of the akara
seller. bought a loaf of bread (a sixpenny loaf; a three-
pennﬁl:)l:f would make his stomach roar) and twelve akara balls
for sixpence. The woman offered him a seat but Chuku did not
take it. He took his bread and akara and returned to his taxi. He
opened the left-hand back door and sat down to his breakfast.
He cut the bread into four almost equal parts; he slit each part
again in two through the middle; then he inserted two akara
balls and closed the two halves on the akara. This was his
sandwich — first page bread, second page akara, and third page
bread; or simply akara in hard-back.

When he had finished his meal, he signalled to the Hausa tea
boy, who had been watching him intently for the past twenty
minutes. The boy came up to him with his steaming kettle of
tea. He produced a glass cup, thick with muck and for this
reason almost opaque. He held the kettle in his right hand and
the glass in the left tilting the spout of the kettle into the glass
and allowing the yellow liquid to cascade into the glass. When
the glass was almost full to the brim, he put down the
kettle and brought out another glass. Then he started to pour
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the contents of the first glass cup first into one, and then into
the other, of the two glasses. Satisfied that the tea was now
ready for drinking he offered it to Chuku who took the glass. He
blew some vapour on to the surface of the glass and drank the tea
in one go. " The boy stood where he was, waiting, knowing that
Chuku needed more than one glass of tea after his breakfast.
The tea boy went through all the motio{f&ﬁ@é’aﬁn of filling the glass
and gave it to Chuku. Chuku took his time over this second cup.
He had opened the door of the back of the car and had stretched
one of his legs out on the ground. He leapt out and shouted at the
news-vendor who was rushing through the traffic of market
women on their way to the morning market at Mosalasi. The

._news-vendor dodged a push cart and came up to Chuku. He was
shouting:

‘Coup d’etat in Lagos. Akintola is dead! Sardauna is dead!!
The soldiers have taken over!!!’

‘Make I see oné paper,” Chuku said and the boy gave him a
copy of the Morning Post. Chuku started to look at the pictures;
then he turned to the back pages to see what the tips for the next
Saturday’s U.K. games were like. Too late the impatient news-
vendor realized that this man was not likely to buy any of his
papers. He pulled the paper from the big hands of Chuku. The
pages came apart in two halves torn right through, one half in
Chuku’s hands, the other in the bewildered hands of the news-
vendor.

‘Wetin dey do you?’ Chuku asked tossing the half in his hand
to the now weeping news-vendor.

“You must pay for this!’ the vendor started shouting.

‘Okay,’ said Chuku, delving his hand into his trouser pocket.
‘I no wan wahala for Monday morning.’

He threw two pennies to the boy who hastily picked them up
and ran off. He had gone about five yards when he remembered
that he had not even left the torn paper for Chuku. He made to
turn back but Chuku waved him away.

*

Having finished his row with the news-vendor, Chuku shifted
his bulk behind the wheel and turned the ignition key. He revved
and looked towards the tea boy who was now shouting out at
him. He had not been paid.
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‘Tomorrow, I go gif you!’

With that Chuku was on his way. A cloud of dust followed him
as he drove down Arakele Road in the town of Akure. He
turned left into Iworokogbasa Lane and increased the pres-
sure of his foot on the accelerator. He slowed down at the other
end of the lane, making sure there was no traffic from the Oba’s
Market direction. He drove slowly past the front of the Oba’s
palace. Somebody shouted taxi but Chuku did not stop. He was
not going to do any work this morning. He had to have some
repairs done on the car; the brakes were loose, and then he had
no sparq/ tyre, the one he had having burst its tube months ago.
He had given enough in bribes to policemen to get the tyre
patched and the brakes fixed ten times over. Now he was tired
of giving bribes. He was going to carry out these repairs this
morning before he started to take fares. There were more shouts
of taxi in front of the post-office. Chuku was tempted to take just
one load, but he changed his mind and pulled up near the traffic
policeman. When it was his turn, Chuku turned right towards
Bourdillon Road. He was going to the place where his friend Ojo
Dada worked.

The Texaco Oil Company hardly has any petrol stations left in
Nigeria these days. Their petrol stations have been abandoned
to weeds and straying mad men. Bankruptey ? Nobody knows.
When Nigeria started to produce its own petrol, this old asso-
ciate in the sale of petrol had to go. In Akure, as in other towns,
Texaco used to have petrol stations. The one in Akure was
in a rather central part of the town; it was situated on the right-
hand side of the upper part of Bourdillon Road adjacent to the
Armel’s Coach station. On the other side of the road almost,
opposite the Texaco petrol station, was the CMS Bookshop
with its two large archways emphasizing its predeliction for
religious books. The bookshop was called something else these
days but nobody remembered the new name. It was CMS
Bookshop. And CM S Bookshop it had remained.

This Texaco petrol station had been deserted years before.
The small glass office was now empty except for a few jerry cans
belonging to Ojo Dada. The window-glass had been smashed.
The U-turning used by cars and lorries calling for petrol would
have been overgrown with weeds like the other stations all over
the country but for the intervention of Ojo. Ojo was sitting on a
long plank bench when Chuku turned into the petrol station and
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pulled up near what used to be one of the petrol pumps. Chuku
shifted the gear stick to first and got out of the car.

‘oD, wetin you dey do?’

‘Can’t you see I yam reading ?’

Chuku laughed and took the butt of a cigarette from behind
his left ear. He went and sat beside Ojo on the bench. Ojo paid
no attention to Chuku. He was reading from the abridged edition
of Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare the story of Romeo and Juliet.
Chuku lit his cigarette and puffed smoke into his friend’s small
eyes. Ojo did not turn away from his book. He said :

‘You illiterate! You stark illiterate, do you know what is
called Romeo and Juliet?’

Chuku didn’t reply immediately.

‘Of course, you wouldn’t know.’

‘oD, I think say you sabbe book pass man wey dey patch tyre
like you dey do here.’

‘That is the problem with this country,” Ojo said closing the
book. ‘As soon as you or me or the man next there can write his
name, he thinks that he must never use his hands to work. He
must use his brain. Instead of hisd\ngv?n\i\ And how many of us
have the required brain ?’ /

Chuku smoked the last straw of his cigarette and threw away
the ashes. He had a way of smoking, using the sides of his thumb
and index finger as filter tips for the last straw of tobacco. He
rubbed his hands together and said:

‘Okay, oD, I concur) Dis no be time for speak English gram-
mar. I get work for you.’

‘Can I help you?’

‘I get tyre wey done burst. I wan make you patch am.’

‘Bring it then.’

Chuku stood up and went to the boot of the taxi. He lifted the
boot cover, which was tied with a piece of rubber to the rear-
guard, its catch being slack. From the boot, Chuku brought out a
much patched inner tube. Then he took out a threadbare tyre on
a mud-caked tyre rim. Carrying these, one in each hand, he
dumped them at Ojo’s feet.

“You should put them on my head!’ Ojo said.

‘oD, abi you no sleep well today ?’

Ojo looked at his friend and said: ‘Don’t you hear what has
just happened ?’

‘What ?’



‘There has been another coup just now.’

‘That na my business?” Chuku asked laughing.

Ojo became suddenly solemn. He said: ‘God forgive you your
apathy.’

He got off the bench and picked up the inner tube. He found
the valve hole and pulled out the valve; he blew into it until he
was out of breath and the tyre was inflated enough to show
where the air leaked. He began to run his hand over the much
scarred surface of the inner tube. He would pause from one patch
to another, his sensitive small hand waiting for the little whiff of
leaking air from the tube. Not feeling it, he would shift his hand
on over the inner tube. When he had done this twice over and
had not succeeded in locating a leak, he brought out the engine
pump. He inserted the length of twine at the end of which was a
handle. With this he got the engine started. He switched on the
air-pumping device and inserted the end to the valve end of the
inner tube. The tube rapidly filled up. Ojo switched off the en-
gine. He covered the valve end of the tube and tightened the
cover with a wrench. He put the tube down and went to get a
large open six-inch-deep tray made of wood. He filled this with
water; he got the tube and began to submerge parts of the inner
tube in the water in the tray. He shifted the tube round in the
water. Soon there was a series of bubbles. He heaved a sigh.

‘You find am ?’ Chuku asked leaning over Ojo’s shoulder.

"“Yes.’

Chuku went and sat on the bench again. He picked up the
book Ojo had been reading. He leafed through the pages looking
at the illustrations, then he put it down in anger.

‘Book, book, book,” he muttered, a note of disapproval in his
whisper.

He turned to his taxi and saw a little boy looking through one
of the windows into the car. He must have been about nine years
old. Chuku did not like small boys looking into his taxi. For all
he knew they might be thieves. He shouted at the boy: ‘Hey,
vou get out of dere.’

Ojo looked up from his work and said sternly:

‘Leave the boy alone.’

‘Tell am say make he no toush my taxi,” Chuku answered.

Ojo did not say anything. He returned to his work. The boy
stopped to look at the two men. Then he continued to look
inside the taxi. Chuku got up and rushed towards the boy
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intending to snatch him by the arm and throw him as far as
possible away from his taxi.

Ojo got up and called: ‘Chukul’

Chuku stopped and looked at his friend. He turned round and
faced Ojo. The two of them were like two buildings: Ojo being
the model, and Chuku the huge independence-building, finished
product.

‘Muscles and no brain,” Ojo said and went back to his work
again.

‘Who be dat boy anyway ?’ Chuku asked going to sit down.

‘He is my friend. His name is Isaac. His parents are dead. He
lives with his grandfather. Or used to live with him, but he
ran away from the old man because he was being made to go to
the farm every day instead of going to school. Isaac, come here!’

The boy who had been called came up shyly to Ojo and stood
by his side.

‘Give your greetings to my friend Chuku.’

‘Good morning sir,” Isaac said turning to Chuku.

Chuku looked him up and down. He was so thin and skinny.
Chuku did not answer the greeting. Instead he said:

“Your grandfather no dey give you food ?’

‘Who says the cat isn’t as big as the dog ’cos it starves?!’ Ojo
asked. - o
tinued working on the patching. Isaac went back to the back of
the car and was immediately forgotten by the men.

Isaac sat down, his back to the rear-guard of the taxi. He
turned out his pockets. They held some quantity his he
emptied into a small calabash cup. He shook the calabash cup
and the gari collected in the middle. He began to pick out the
dirt which had got into it. Then he saw that if he continued he
was likely to end up with no gari at all, for there was a grain of
gari for each little speck of dirt. He forgot about picking out the
dirt. He went over to the tap at the side of the road and filled
the calabash cup with water. He took the filled cup carefully
back to the rear-guard of the car. He sat the cup down propping
it against three stones, and sat himself down by it, spreading out
his legs to either side of the cup of gari. Out of his breast pocket
he brought a small knot of paper. He opened it carefully to
reveal some grains of salt. He patted the salt and put the
paper down beside the cup of gari. He licked the four fingers of
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