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FOREWORD


It is very rare that novels leap out of their cosseted literary circles to ignite political firestorms. In the last three decades we may struggle to count a handful, but you will be hard-pressed to recollect much beyond Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses.


So when the news first came in 2020 that Kakwenza Rukirabashaija had been arrested, and then tortured for his novel, the general reaction was befuddlement. Tortured for fiction? Had someone with too many unused handcuffs and electric chairs lost their sense of humor? But sense of humor and torture racks? The question was how to digest the news that a novel was now a threat to state security.


The initial shock passed, and then the frenzied search for the book began. And when you managed to get a copy, there it was, all 140 pages of it, a slim, innocent volume no heavier than a packet of cigarettes. The most iconic, outward feature of it was the cartoonishly basic cover illustration. There was little on the frontispiece beyond the requisite, and when the body of text started, there was the abruptness with which it just happened; no fanfare corresponding to the hurricane it had kicked off. You hesitated to begin reading, for the words themselves were already supercharged by the madness swirling around them. And then you started reading.


And there it was, a mild-mannered, evocative description of the pastoral, a narrative told at a certain level, assured pace, not lagging behind the reading pace, not charging away from it with too many commas and semicolons.


We meet Ingabire and straightaway take to her. We meet her husband, Rukundakanuzire and their marriage has some of the elegiac, passionate tenderness that often make the pastoral appealing. The humor is bucolic, coarse, unrepentant jokes. When the author seats us out in the night on one of Rukundakanuzire’s nocturnal peregrinations as he sits…




….recuperating from the bites, he heard shrill cries emanating from the house. He had put off going back home because of tobacco and mulling over whether to restart his long-forgotten tradition of night dancing or abandon it for good…





…we take to him already. We know these stories; we know the kind of man who sits recklessly on a termite mound. But it’s the bites, and the places where the bites are inflicted that provokes the first belly laugh.


So the question; what was all the state goon ire about? Perhaps they did not like his grammar? Or was the diction damaging to national development? Or had the Ugandan goons discovered that terrorists were now turning to novel-writing?


You read on, and as these things go, in the history of books that frightened absolutist powers, The Greedy Barbarian, like its forebears, struck you by a certain degree of plainness. They are always plain books, even clumsy in parts, the prose direct and unadorned, as though the authors were deliberately toning down, dimming their own lights in a kind of reverse aesthetic.


They must all be mad, is the conclusion you reach.


Except that, as with a book like this, you needed a key to unlock it, and even right from the beginning, there is a literary puzzle to work out:


The Greedy Barbarian is a novel a Ugandan would instantly understand, for the author has reached out to an ancient, pre-colonial literary form to write this book. In times past, stories abounded in Uganda of men and women neither human nor gods who might attempt to be heroic but did not fully escape villainy. A Ugandan school child will know the outlines of such tales as of beads and spears that tore brothers apart, of a prized bull sinking traceless into the earth and taking in tow, the fortunes of an entire people, the stories of a rainbow escalator that leads the graces of heaven into the evil of earth and deeper, and of such names as Isaza, Kintu, Nyinamwiru, Gipir, Ndahura, Walumbe.


Kakwenza has eschewed modern literary fads to adopt that unadorned clarity of classical tales. This book is a latter-day retelling of a Ugandan foundational myth. Like the tales of yore, there is here a great helping of magical realism, which is deployed as plot device, as when changing into a lion or snake saves the main character, so that in this book, as in tales past, we not only have half-god, halfmen creatures, but also men as half-beasts; fantastic shape shifters, changelings who popped in and out of existence. And what of the shadowy Chwezi cult in both the novel and the myths?


Could this be the key to understanding the furore over the novel? Is the cult, along with Rukundakanuzire’s predilections, still alive and its adherents have no sense of humor? Kakwenza posts a question - and this question being the structural spine of the story: suppose something went wrong in the transfiguration from half-beast to full man, and rather than become man, the beast popped into this world raw?


And so we meet Kayibanda. In his ancestry, there are the ingredients already for something to go very wrong. There is his grandfather Rukundakanuzire with a very unpleasant, dark secret. Then, there is the manner of his conception, which is the reverse of immaculate, for which the author kindly spares us the horror of knowing who his actual father is.


Suffice to say that the author is kind enough - or did he lose the will - to not let the story continue anymore in the land of Kayibanda’s birth. Bekunda, his mother, who only managed to keep him because she escaped worse, at the hands of her own brothers, ran away to another land.


A new land welcomes Rukundakanuzire’s runaway charges. Kagurutsi, who is only one of two kind men in a tale wanting for kindness, in his magnanimity, symbolises the light of the new land. By now, the book has become Kayibanda’s story. Kayibanda, right from childhood, is a very ugly literary creature, a one-dimensional monstrosity more reptilian than human.


We become aware of the magnitude of Kakwenza’s narrative; we almost sit up at the realisation that this is a psychoanalytic book, a forensic attempt at asking what goes into the making of monsters.


The Greedy Barbarian goes into that dystopia that few writers dare to imagine, nor summon up the will to keep pursuing right down to its horrifying conclusion. To write like this is to spend a great deal of time staring into the abyss that too often afflicts human society. To read such a tale, is to be drawn into a world with little saving grace, a world of mangled and deformed souls of men and women born of deformity, who have neither the will nor the ability to see beyond that deformity; it is to ask that the reader cast aside expectations that the summum bonum of life is progressive moral improvement.


The real question therefore, is not if such men as the central character of this little novel - Kayibanda - happen, but why they do. And what better a medium than a novel to excavate beneath a life of depravity to investigate why Kayibanda happened? Keyed to this possibility, Kakwenza goes at the question (the why) with some keenness at detail. He begins from the pre-beginning. And given that men of Kayibanda’s ilk evoke the greatness of their ancestry to justify their actions, Kakwenza follows that trail to find, not spleandour, but the mother load of depravity.


From there, the author suggests, nothing can go right. Could it be the spirits of darkness that commanded the paterfamilias of Kayibanda’s family to walk the night and eat the forbidden? Is that what denies the narrative arches of these characters to find redemption? Why can they not find fulfillment? Why is heroism ever so elusive? This is the story of characters who are neither happy nor good. Mirth and goodwill barely show up but are sucked away. In the moral universe that birthed Kayibanda’s sensibility (if such a thing becomes him), what approximates good is bodily beauty, a pagan cult of the flesh. There is no inner beauty, and as with such cults, beauty brings, not redemption but the evil eye of fate. Neither god nor man (once separated) are good nor trustworthy.


What becomes of men whose gods set no punitive laws but side with whoever does what they wish? What became of their moral compass if they ever had one? By the time we begin to ask such questions, we are already on the moral skids already, and not halfway into the book, the one man with a good heart, Kagurutsi, who saved Kayibanda and his mother, sums up Kayibanda when he says…




My son, you have become a disaster in the whole village, school and community. Yet at home you give the impression of being a good boy. You are a hypocrite with a very bad demeanour…





This “demeanour”, as understatedly as it is put by the one person who loved Kayibanda without needing to, of whom we wonder why not a smidgeon of goodness rubbed off from, will stretch into its fullest length, and we watch as willing after naive men and women come into Kayibanda’s universe only to regret it. But do we have the wherewithal to cope with what this greedy barbarian will become?


Kakwenza would have needed dollops of his comedic sense to endure what it takes to see through a book like this. But a sense of humor in a writer is always an unsubtle warning sign of darkness; if we laughed too loudly at how the novel opens, we know it when the loan of humor is recalled with a steep interest, for we have before us the full display of a man’s character, his inability to be loyal, his inherited night-dancing and perversions that make this character unfit even for this world.


It is a book for which Kawkenza has paid a very steep price from those who failed to see the funny side of the story. It is often said in some parts of Africa that when you raise a stick for whatever reason, it is the guilty dog that will bolt, and if any powers felt grazed by a tale, it was only an affirmation that those half-men, half-beasts of ancient tales, still live with us, for in their catastrophic failure of humor, they outdid the worst aspects of the tale.


A.K. Kaiza, 2022




This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.
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Part One


Ingabire was in the kitchen preparing emikaro for her husband who had gone to tend the cattle. When she had finished putting the thick concoction in the rwaabya, she pushed it under the wooden rack with her arm and crouched over the peelings towards the stool where the candle stood. She energetically blew into the flame to extinguish the light, and nipped the hot wax to stop the foul smell. She gathered herself up and sauntered out of the kitchen through the door, the only opening in the round grass-thatched mud-and-wattle structure. She had been home alone. Rukundakanuzire had married her not long ago.


It was at dusk. The sun had sunk behind the hills already. She was lonely and scared because her husband had not come back home yet the day was losing the battle to the impatient night. She darted hither and thither and suddenly remembered that she had not yet fetched water.


‘When shall I have a child so that I can stop going to fetch water aaahhh?’ she murmured to herself.


She briskly walked to the house and picked up a round twenty-litre jerrican. She rushed down to the well through a forest of coffee and many shrubs. She was quite tall and, for a while, she had to duck in order to avoid the lower boughs of the trees and walked while bent over until she got through the forest.


When she reached the well, she squatted to sink the jerrican into the calm, silent water. A scared frog jumped between her open legs and sought refuge in her skirts. She jumped up and the jerrican slipped from her hands, going to freely float on the water. The frog lost its grip, perhaps because Ingabire had jumped and shaken her skirts vigorously. It dropped down onto the marshy ground and, in another jump, dived back into the well. Her heart pounding and her breath heavy, Ingabire cursed the impertinent frog and sauntered away to look for a stick to drag the jerrican back from the farthest corner of the well where the waves had pushed it.


A stone’s throw away from home, the smell of tobacco that pervaded the entire surroundings was a clear signal that Rukundakanuzire was already home. They loved each other, save for the fact that he was impatient to receive good news from Ingabire that she was expecting another member of the family – a baby. It had been two months since she had married Rukundakanuzire.


His father Rwabutwiigi had been forced to cough up thirty cows and ten sheep as bride price to Ingabire’s father before he could marry his beautiful daughter. His father had not negotiated because Rukundakanuzire was his beloved and only son. In any case, he had the cows, so he thought it useless and mean to negotiate over a mere thirty cows and ten sheep. Instead, he gave out twenty more. One evening, when he was driving the cattle with his son, Rwabutwiigi showed his son part of the hill where he wanted him to establish his homestead. It was on a plateau and two hills away from home. The slopes of the hill were dotted with coffee trees and banana plantations, and the valley was verdant with swamp and sources of water.


Rukundakanuzire felt very discomfited because he had nowhere to start from. He had just got married and they had barely settled in his hut that stood askew opposite his father’s house. Now he was to start afresh, building a house, kitchen, a kraal for the animals, and a cowshed for the calves. The only thing he did not worry about was a latrine, because there was enough bush. He worked tirelessly – and in one month he had set up a home. He had exchanged some cows he had received from his father for labour. Two months later, he and Ingabire were independent.


Rukundakanuzire always got up in the morning and milked the cows. Ingabire would be woken up by the sound of sharp arrows of milk gushing into the bottom of the metallic milk bucket at different intervals. Arising, she would sweep off the litter from the compound and prepare a meal for her husband. The husband spent his days away from home, tending the cows and sheep, and returned home at dusk, when the day was battling with the night.


Ingabire was a beautiful woman who smiled all the time. The dimples that formed in both cheeks whenever she smiled strongly accentuated her angelic beauty. She was incomparably beautiful, and she knew it. Everyone was aware of this, and many were jealous of her. She had well-spaced, snow-white teeth and black gums that held them firmly in place. Ingabire’s constant smile seemed to reaffirm her confidence in the beauty of her flawless teeth, or to show off what she had that others lacked. She was such a darling to everyone, which often made Rukundakanuzire insecure, for he was the direct opposite of his wife’s beauty. He had long teeth, and the front upper ones poked out between his lips. Even when he was eating, the teeth would not retract. That was how he was born. He had shimmering lush hair though – natural, black and soft – crowning his head, and he would comb it with care and devotion before leaving home to herd the animals. He was very tall and slender, with a sharp-pointed long nose and large ears.


When Ingabire had finished preparing breakfast, she rushed to the house and picked up a spade and went under the tree where she had heaped rubbish. She scooped it several times into the gutiya, and the rubbish occupied half of it. She twisted the empty top of the gutiya into a sort of rope and tied it.


The rays of the morning sun fell on her but they were ineffectual. She wondered why she was feeling very cold, unlike the previous days when she would wake up without a sweater or lesu around her and still not feel cold. Now she felt like wanting more sun; she was feeling very cold and dizzy. Then nausea followed. Spittle flowed from her mouth uncontrollably, she needed her spittoon. As she made two strides to fetch her spittoon from the house, the nausea increased. Suddenly lumps of vomit fell from her mouth to the ground, some splashing on to her feet and clothing. She smelt foul.


Rukundakanuzire had been walking around the compound holding a pail full of milk when he noticed that his wife was not well. He rushed behind the house, where he plucked off bitter leaves from a tree and squeezed them into a cup, making a juice. He forced Ingabire to drink it. She drank it all in five gulps, and suddenly she stopped throwing up. He helped her move into the house where he left her resting prostrate on the bed. At first, she wondered what was wrong with her. Then suddenly she remembered that she had spent four months without having her flow. I’m pregnant! she muttered to herself. She smiled and looked askance at her husband, and then told him the good news.


When Rukundakanuzire had finished separating the calves from the cows, he closed the kraal and the cowshed. He stood on an anthill and looked through the dusk at the verdant valley nestled below the hill. He felt for his breast pocket and took out his pipe, filled it with tobacco, lit a match, touched it to the tobacco and pulled at the pipe. He pulled several times until the desired wreath of smoke surged from his mouth and nose. He smoked until the night was impenetrably dark. He got up and started to move back home, situated several yards away from the kraal. Ever since he had got married, he had restrained himself very hard from night dancing. Rukundakanuzire had inherited the vice from his father Rwabutwiigi, while his father had inherited it from his mother Keihangwe!


He had always asked himself the purpose of stealthily waking up at night, naked, and scurrying around people’s homes like a mouse while uttering incantations like he was crazy but found no answer. He had several times vowed to give up the habit but he seemed to be a man whose memory seemed to be like mist. He was encapsulated in a tradition whose origin and comeuppance he was ignorant about. Yet he had promised to resume practising the tradition after some months of marriage. He didn’t know how to extricate himself from such a mysterious thing.


Rukundakanuzire pulled on the pipe again and puffed out a funnel-shaped cloud of smoke. He dropped his gaze and realised that while he had been lost in thought, he got down from the anthill and was now standing among a procession of red ants. He leaped up and threw away the pipe. He belatedly realise that the stubborn ants had climbed up his legs and when he jumped upon noticing them, they started stinging him voraciously - from the thighs to the scrotum and the buttocks. He hastily unbuckled his trousers and they crumpled to the ground. Panicking, he stepped out of them with indescribable rapidity and stood wiping the ants away from his body. He cursed under his breath and vowed to burn them the following day.


While he was recuperating from the bites, he heard shrill cries emanating from the house. He had put off going back home, because of tobacco and mulling over whether to restart his long-forgotten tradition of night dancing or abandon it for good. However, he came back to his senses before he could reach a final conclusion.


Ingabire had pushed out a bouncing baby girl, with the help of her mother-in-law. Rukundakanuzire had suggested that she should come and stay with them for a while since she was knowledgeable on antenatal and maternity issues. She was the only one in the village who used to help young women to give birth. She had invaluable experience.


The girl was named Bekunda. She was dark in complexion, and it could already be seen that she would undoubtedly turn out to be as beautiful as her mother. Rukundakanuzire was very happy that his family had increased by one more person; they were three now. But deep down he wondered why she had not produced a boy. He was about to ask but the question disappeared before getting out of his mouth. After a week, Mrs Rwabutwiigi went back to her home. She left when Ingabire had recovered enough from the aftereffects of childbirth to now be able to do house chores and easily attend to Bekunda.


When they were asleep one night, the spirits came through a dream and commanded Rukundakanuzire to get out of the house and engage in night dancing. They warned him that if he did not abide by what culture demanded of him, they would kill Bekunda. He got out of bed, sleepily shuffled towards the door and opened it. The night was very dark outside and he could not see what was beside him and where he was going. He could have easily hit the tree in front of the house after he got out but the spirits guided him, through the village paths and into the forest after several homesteads and two villages. The spirits were in charge of his body; he was moving according to their plan. His soul was sound asleep.


The baby woke up and emitted a loud, shrill cry. The noise woke Ingabire up from deep sleep and she offered the baby her breast to suckle. After a few minutes, she realised that only the baby was with her on the bed! Her man was nowhere to be seen! After asking herself several times where Rukundakanuzire could be, she remembered that he frequently woke up to check on the cows. Sleep caught up with her again and she passed out with Bekunda still suckling ravenously with her toothless gums. Ingabire was woken up at dawn by the howling of the dogs within the neighbourhood.


The sun rays fell on Rukundakanuzire’s nakedness. He turned instinctively. He realised that one side of his body was burnt. He turned again and a jutting stone dug into his ribs. He leaped up. He did not understand where he was and how he got there. He passed his hands over his face as if to rub off the unconsciousness but still he did not understand what was going on. He pinched his tummy and felt pain. He understood now that he was somewhere in the bush, lost. But who brought me here and how did I come here? Where are my clothes? he asked himself. He scratched his head in an attempt to remember whatever transpired. He looked at the beautiful morning sun and became aware that the day was still young. He was confused. He cursed. He remembered the weeks before and the escapades he had got enmeshed in, the arguments between him and the inherited traditions imposed on him by his father. He was dumbstruck. How am I going back home naked like this? He did not know the answer. He stood there motionless and speechless, like an effigy.


At dawn, the cow’s udders itched; they wanted to be milked. The calves wanted to suckle, too. The mooing from the cows and the calves was deafening. The din from the kraal was boisterous, without any order and formula. Ingabire was worried about her husband. Rivers of tears had started flowing down her cheeks and the sobs that escaped from her throat were uncontrollable. Bekunda, too, was crying incessantly.


Between sobs, Ingabire sang lullabies to the baby to placate her back to sleep, but at first her effort was futile. Finally the baby fell asleep and Ingabire went to the kraal. She opened the cowshed for the calves to suckle. The cows received their calves with excitement, and soon they stopped mooing. The baby slept on peacefully.


She hurried back home and cooked breakfast, but had no appetite for anything. She sat at the threshold of the kitchen and waited for her husband in vain. The cattle started mooing again. This time, the din was worsened by the bleating of the sheep. They were hungry. They had chewed all the cud in their stomachs and they now wanted more grass. Feeling annoyed, she got up and marched to the kraal. She opened it for the cows to get out. Once out, the cows started munching the grass in utmost hunger.


Rukundakanuzire vowed not to go back home in his state of nakedness. He murmured that he would rather wait until nightfall and then he sneaks back home while covered in tree branches so that no one could recognise him. He knew that if he walked through the village on his way back home during the day, he would become the subject of gossip and a laughing stock.


He was hungry though. While climbing up a tree to look for something to cure his hunger, his head hit a wasp nest and the angry insects descended on him, stinging him unsparingly. He shrieked with pain but who was there to help him? Only chirping birds, fluttering butterflies and perhaps some monkeys in the nearby trees. His face swollen, he almost couldn’t see. His eyes had sunk into his swollen head and his face had become round like that of a Korean.


Finally, the sun disappeared behind the mountains and he started trekking in the twilight. He walked along the paths and would jump into the bush at the sound of anything he suspected to be human. By the time he got close to his home, he had jumped in and out of bushes innumerable times, earning pierces and scratches at each. The first thing he did was to check on the cattle. He found them well, some chewing the cud while others just stood around in the darkness. Then he sneaked into the house. Fortunately, Ingabire was dead asleep, while the baby was busy breastfeeding. He crouched over them and slept against the wall. The following morning, he refused to reveal his ordeal and internally vowed to die with his secrets.


Bekunda grew up into a beautiful girl and, undoubtedly, she was the favourite child in the whole family. She looked more like her mother in her youth. Rukundakanuzire and Ingabire produced more children, six in number. Being a herdsman, Rukundakanuzire always put emphasis on increasing the number of his cattle. He had inherited the love for cattle from his father.


When Rukundakanuzire married, his father gave them eighty cows and forty sheep as a start. The livestock multiplied and after fifteen years he had close to five hundred head of cattle and eight hundred sheep. He had more animals than his father and everyone else in his village and the four neighboring villages. He became more and more prosperous while his counterparts were mired in poverty. While Rukundakanuzire concentrated on tending his animals with his sons, Ingabire tended to the coffee and food crops with the help of Bekunda. Everyone in the village admired Bekunda. Every man in the village – and in other villages too – wanted to marry Bekunda but Rukundakanuzire vowed to slaughter whichever man he found lurking in the neighbourhood of his home. He constantly told his sons to defend their sister whenever he was away, and he equipped them with fighting skills and weapons like spears and arrows. Everyone feared him because of his incessant warnings.


One day, when Bekunda had turned sixteen, five men from Banya village, which is four villages away from Buregyeya village in the south, came to visit Rukundakanuzire. He was not home when they arrived. However, when they were told that he was not home, they said they would wait for him. They found Ingabire and Bekunda home, preparing dinner. As Bekunda knelt and bent behind the grinding stone, grinding millet, her mother was busy preparing emikaro. They busied themselves in the kitchen while the visitors sat in silence on the bench outside in the compound under the mango tree. Bekunda served the four old men amacunda in ebyaanzi and they thanked her in unison.


“Who are you and what do you want in my home?” Rukundakanuzire, who had appeared unnoticed at the corner of the house facing the old men, said rather rudely.


The four men were all gripped by fright as a result of his sudden appearance and his unwelcoming attitude.


They stood up and bowed their heads in respect to Rukundakanuzire. The one with a shiny, bald head spoke for them all.


“I am Bwengye and I have come here to your home uninvited with my fellow elders from Banya village across the river,” he introduced them all. He checked his voice and went on: “We are here because of your daughter Bekunda… Our son Baryabusha wants to marry her. We have fifty cows.” Bwengye concluded calmly like a rat negotiating with a cat on what to have for dinner.


Rukundakanuzire opened his eyes wide, so that they almost popped out of their sockets. Without uttering a word, he removed his spear from his shoulder and firmly held it in his right hand, aiming at his target. By the time the old men realised that they were in trouble, Rukundakanuzire had pierced Bwengye in the stomach. He hurriedly reached for the stone on the ground. While he was swinging it to hit one other man on the head, the three unhurt men scattered and disappeared into the coffee plantation. Bekunda and Ingabire were struck by Rukundakanuzire’s heinous action. They stood in the kitchen doorway like two logs, motionless and awestruck. Their eyes and mouths were open. Bwengye was writhing on the lawn like a headless snake. A fountain of blood squirted up from his stomach and splashed back onto the helpless body and some onto the grass. Several times, he threw his arms up in the air. Then he finally died.


Rukundakanuzire rushed over, picked up Bwengye’s body with energy and rapidity like a vulture and disappeared with it into the coffee plantation.
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