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PART I

BEING ME



	

1

Memories from Childhood

The middle name I was given at birth was connected to the circumstances surrounding my triumphant entry into the Aweto family. I was the 5th consecutive girl in the order of arrival. I knew my father more in death than in life. I was barely thirteen when he passed. He was not the type of father to decree, petition or even command God for a male child while I was still being carefully knitted together in my mother’s womb. He was a Christian, a Catholic to the core. His relationship with God defined his very existence, his being, doing, having and even dying. His attitude to God was that of gratitude. His children were gifts from divine providence. He didn’t have the luxury of asking God to consult him to know the sex of the child he wanted. His God was not a transactional God. But the time was what it was. To be fair, things have not changed for the better since then. Most African men still prefer male children. One was never enough. Exactly as it was, when I was born.

“Owhobeno” was my middle name.

Literarily, “unpredictable”.

My father probably envisaged that with education, a girl child like me, would be as valuable as a male child. It was as if, with this middle name, he wanted to make a statement. He wanted to tell the world to “watch this space”, to “watch this girl” to see what she would become.

I came back from school one day to meet my maternal grandmother. She wanted to know why I sobbed hysterically.

At school, I’d found out that a girl in my class had my middle name as her surname. As a child, I didn’t understand why I had to bear the same name as a full-grown male adult. My grandmother had to change my middle name to the one I currently use. Thinking about this years later, I believe the middle name given to me by my father was the one more applicable to the person I have become.

I grew up at a time when children, especially the girl child, were not allowed to have dreams and aspirations. As children, we were either awake or asleep and nothing in-between. When we were awake, we simply played the days away. We enjoyed every bit of it like there was no tomorrow. Bedtime came at the end of an extremely productive play-day. Our little bodies simply gave way to the forces of nature, rewarding us with the undeserved rest we needed to start and finish another day.

Questions about what we would become in the near or distant future were taboos. Boys grew up, groomed to become men and heads of families and households. They learnt a trade, acquired skills, or even went to school to prepare them for the life ahead. It wasn’t so for the girl child. The society limited her aspirations to becoming a wife and progressively a mother. This was a-no- choice-matter of natural sequence.

Like every child of my time, I was just happy to be alive. I lived every day of my childhood with the energy of a child in a carefree and somewhat innocent world, where morality and the knowledge of what was right and just were simply everyone’s business. It was the norm. There were only few exceptions to the rule, if there were any.

My mother didn’t need to read my bedtime stories or sing a lullaby to make me fall asleep. She couldn’t have, even if she had wanted to. It was not part of her job description as a mother. I was often too tired to be afraid of bad dreams or nightmares that would have sent me to my parents’ room. It was an off-limit locum. I was only allowed in when I was in trouble and my mother had the mission to execute a private monologue. 

In such instances, there was absolutely no room for me to explain or justify my actions. This was never part of the bargain. Just a pair of listening ears was all that was required. And a pair of eyes that never dared to look up, explain or complain.

Often these monologues were not always about what I did wrong but where I went wrong. I was liable to judgement just by being in the wrong place or in the wrong companion of people. People who, according to my parents’ judgement were most likely to have negative influence on me. I was too young to understand but that didn’t matter. Sometimes, it was because I was carried away or overplayed. At other times it was because I wasn’t conscious of time and didn’t return home on time. Most of the time once was more than enough to break the golden rule and face the consequences for a long time to come. Some of these consequences remained immortalised in the memory compartment of my soul. I needed to remember the last time it happened so that it doesn’t happen, ever again. This was the only way I demonstrated my “mea colpa”. This never-again resolution was, personally for me, a dogma, which remained unquestionable, only to be embraced, even if I didn’t understand. As a child, I wasn’t just not expected to understand, I had to accept everything in good faith, especially when they came from infallible parents as mine.

I remember when another child in the neighbourhood visited us. She was on her way to an errand, with a three-pence copper coin. My sister, Feli and I got so carried away as we built castles in the sand and hid the three-pence copper coin in it. The whole idea was an impromptu competition to find out who will be the lucky one to recover the coin from the heap of sand. To our greatest nightmare, the coin was never again found. Our friend cried despairingly, not knowing what to tell her mother about what happened to the coin and why her mission was unaccomplished even before it began. My sister and I were doubly ill-fated. We had both broken the Aweto code of conduct. We were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Our father, the “Teacher” as my mother (fondly and respectfully) called him, and the “Catechist” (as he was known in the village), was at home. This was by some strange design. But this was not all. My elder brother now retired Professor Aweto was also visiting at the time. He had come home for a break from the ivory tower. As far as I can remember, this was the only time I saw him visiting. The next time was when he came home at the news of my father’s passing.

My sister and I knew what we were in for. There was no guessing at what awaited us. However, I was less fortunate than she was. There was a stark difference between us. We handled pain and other forms of physical chastisement or corporal punishment differently.

On this occasion, my father chose a bundle of broomsticks to teach us the lesson that we have not forgotten, more than half a century on. He must have made this choice in consideration of the providential visit of my brother who assisted him in picking up the sticks of broom that were not caught up in our feeble flesh, tied them up and handed them back to him in a conspiracy of absolute silence.

My sister was first in line to receive the consequential rewards of our inaction. My own agony was further protracted and doubled. I watched my sister and passively experienced her pain as a precursor to what awaited me in a matter of time. The lesson I learnt was also double. I absorbed, at my own expense that I must have a mind of my own. It was not justifiable for me to simply follow my sister, who was a handful of years older than me. I appraised that people who are older, who should know better, can’t be used to excuse my participation. I learnt individual responsibility and accountability for my actions.

Not being in the wrong place at the wrong time continues to be one of my guiding principles in life. I thought this was all about my parents being too strict and not giving us the same opportunity to have fun as other children of our age. It was part of the “Aweto-ness”. I was constantly reminded of who I was. I was the daughter of a disciplinarian and a community teacher. I would give anything for my double blessing to have ended here. But this was not the case, fortunately, or unfortunately. He was also a Catechist. He was one of the few who understood and spoke the language of the “white man”, the missionary priest. He also simultaneously interpreted his sermons, which he delivered, in the very language of God himself, in the English language.
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A Daughter of Difference

One very special privilege I enjoyed as the daughter of a Catechist was receiving my first Holy Communion in a very early morning mass, attended by a very few. It must have been at about 5.30. At the time, it felt like 3am. I was too anxious to sleep the night before. It was one of the few times that I went somewhere alone with my father. Between the awe and holy fear of receiving the body of Christ for the first time and going to Church alone with my father, I didn’t know which I dreaded more.

I rode with my father for the first time on his new Raleigh bicycle. It was also the only time and the last time. He wasn’t a man of pleasantries. He didn’t bother about political correctness or gender sensitivity. To him, I was just a child who must make the next step after baptism, to receive the sacrament of the Holy Eucharist. This was all that mattered. He had two priorities: to get me to Church and to get me there earlier than Fr Brown who, apart from speaking the language of God, also kept to time, like the angel of death. As children, we thought Fr Brown was a spitting image of God himself. Most images we had of Jesus, or the saints depicted them as supernatural and transcendent beings. They were so far away, so totally different, and so white. Fr Brown seldom walked on our dusty streets. He often drove his white Volkswagen Beetles that raised dust, reminding people to quicken their steps not to be late for mass. As children, we felt there was something magical about Fr Brown. The few times we spotted him walking, we felt it was Jesus walking on the sea. Fr Brown had dentures. He scared the death out of us each time he took them out of his mouth or moved them in his mouth. For Fr Brown, this was the only way he got rid of the dozens of half-naked and bare-footed children who shouted “Oyinbo” after him. For the children, this was even a greater miracle than Jesus’s turning water into wine. Nothing could be more miraculous and mysterious.

Back to that special morning of my first Holy Communion, my father made me sit on his “male” designed bicycle. I sat with both legs on either side of the hard pole which connected the front wheel to the back. To be fair, that was the only provision for a potential passenger, male or female. There was no due consideration for my yet to emerge gender. I was a child and that was it. The “female” qualification was still somewhere in the making. It was definitely not in the mind of my father.

With the spinning of the spokes, my via crucis was elevated to 360 degrees and more. My father rode majestically at a five mile per hour speed. In my thoughts, this was eternally suicidal. The journey of twenty minutes or even less seemed endless like one of twenty years. As painful as the journey was, it was also the most privileged time I came closest to him. From this experience I started internalising what I would later on study in my first year of Philosophy as the existence of opposites; how both pain and pleasure co-exist and sometimes co-die; how it was necessary to experience both and how one is meaningless without the other; how joy can only be understood and defined in the context of sadness, in the same way as light could only be fully comprehended in darkness, and how each one has to give way to the other, in timeless and seamless transition as the circle of life continued.

My father’s practice as a teacher and disciplinarian by default started from home. My older siblings who were fortunate enough to attend the same school where he taught, were equally unfortunate enough to be punished twice, if necessary, from a teacher and then a father. He disciplined us for specific acts and this, to a large extent defined his choice of instrument. He often used the cane. He never raised his hands against any of his students, children or my mother. We received punishments for what we did wrong, real, or imagined, like the day my sister and I were guilty of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Then we were simply witnesses in an event that could potentially have labelled us as thieves. My father couldn’t live with that.

I also learnt a life-changing lesson on one Sunday morning. This was before I was ten. My father was officiating at the morning Church service. There was no priest at that time to say mass. Priests then were an uncommon specie. They were mainly Irish priests with a handful of indigenous clergymen. Most future priests then were still being churned in the major seminary. The format of the Church service conducted by catechists like my father was very different. There were hymns, ancient and modern, prayers, litanies, and then readings from the old and new testaments. This was followed by the gospel and a short explanation by the officiating minister, a Catechist or Church elder.

My mother had to return home from Church, for some unexplainable reasons. The day’s business was yet inconclusive then. She realised she didn’t have the house keys. She sent me back to the Church to fetch them from my father. He was still at the altar. I went straight to him to deliver the message from my mother. He was reading a text in the English language and simultaneously translating it into the local language to the congregation as if he was reading in the local dialect itself. I had watched him at home prepare, rehearse, repeat and study for his presentations. He never took anything by chance. He rigorously prepared what he was going to say and chose the right words to use. He never sought the aid of a dictionary. He always reflected, read, meditated and sourced for better words and ways to best deliver the message to the congregation. Somehow, he always found the right translations or used pronunciations similar to the original word in a tone that communicated meaning with clarity. When this failed, and it seldom did, he resorted to explanatory and descriptive analysis that still conveyed the intended message.

I stood there.

These were the longest minutes that defied the sixty second rule. I waited for him to ask me what I wanted. In my family’s unwritten code of conduct, it was usual not to speak until we were spoken to or asked to speak. On the other hand, my father expected me to use my own initiative. He expected me to understand that it was the wrong place and the wrong time for me to ask him anything. Even if it were a matter of life or death. No place was more sacred and dreadful as the altar. It was even more dreadful when my father officiated. I stood beside him, immobile as a stationary truck for who knows how long. I struggled to remain in that position. I felt like I was between a rock and a hard surface. I couldn’t fathom which I feared the more. Was it the congregation whose investigative spirits I discerned from afar? Was it rather my own father, who resisted to continue uninterruptedly? It must have been extremely difficult for him to ignore me. One thing about him was his profound sense of duty and commitment to the affairs of God and the Church. The same was true about his work as a teacher. He gave his 100% attention. He was incapable of being distracted, even by a ten-year-old daughter who stood motionless beside him while he delivered the message of God from God.

My misery came to a climax, when he looked at me, but this was not my main concern. It must have been the only time my eyes met with his. It felt like a sword had pierced my soul, more than a double-edged sword. He was a man of few words. His silence often said it all. This time, it was ear-splitting.

I lived with my father for no more than 10 years. These were long enough for him to have established the rock-solid foundation upon which my entire life, principles and values were anchored. From him, I learnt discipline, in principle and in practice. I absorbed routine as second nature and made the commitment to duty and obligations my breastplate. He imparted a sense of pride and dignity in me as an individual, in the first place, and then a child of God. He did not exclude me, as a girl child from education, at a time when it was not profitable for parents to invest in the education of their girls. This was his greatest gift to me. Education gave me the wings to fly, to be the best I can ever be, to embrace my individuality as a person and further down the line, as a woman, to be me, unapologetically. 

One of the rare traits I inherited from my father is organisational ability. He never left anything to chance. He was a master planner. Having ten children appeared like they just ‘came’ but he had planned for all of them to attend boarding schools. He meticulously chose boys-only or girls-only schools, as against mixed-sex schools. He didn’t settle for the convenience of nearby schools. I later found out that he specifically refused to contribute to the building of the village secondary school as he intentionally didn’t want his children to receive their education there. It was a choice he made and defended without having to justify himself to others.

Ironically after he had passed on, it became necessary for me to come back home to attend the same local secondary school, for the convenience of keeping my young- widowed mother company. Subsequently, all other siblings after me attended the same secondary school.

One unique practice my father instituted in his family made him stand out as a man above and beyond his time. As a father of six girls, the general expectation was that he would use his daughters to create wealth for himself by asking for extortionate bride price payments from the potential husbands of his daughters. He was different from other fathers who asked for significantly high prices as if their daughters were being sold to the highest bidder. He made the conscious and ground-breaking decision to impose a symbolic token of a few shillings. The statement he made by this singular act was that his daughters were not for sale. 

He took another step further – he made sure all his girls received education, at a time when the slogan was “Women’s Education Ends in Kitchen” (WEEK). He was never in a hurry to marry off his girls and pass on the responsibility to their husbands. He was, essentially, forward thinking and innovative in his approach. He unconsciously advocated for the empowerment of women through education. He didn’t want his daughters to end up as liabilities to their husbands. He envisaged his daughters as well-educated wives and mothers with career potentials in their chosen fields, contributing to their families, without being confined to the domestic walls alone.

Reflectively, maybe this was one of the reasons why none of us was ever a victim of domestic violence in our relationships, past and present. This might just be a simple coincidence, but in digging deeper into the roots of domestic violence, factors related to the huge financial pressure men had to be put through in ‘paying’ for their life partners could be confirmed as significantly correlating.

The awareness that my father accepted me as a person and didn’t wish I was a male shaped my identity and sense of pride as an individual. Nothing mattered after that. Consequently, I have always believed that I am made of much more and made for much more, beyond my gender identity or classification.

As Awetos, there were things we were just not expected to do or even think of. There were places we were not expected to visit or seen at. I remember there was an annual festival that attracted visitors from across the country to my village. It was taboo for us to watch the parade as it went past the front of our house which was located right in the centre of the village and in very close vicinity to the central shrine, which was the main point of focus during this festival. As children we were made to dread this event. As Christians we were made to hide so that pictures of us would not appear in this “evil” celebration, which could be used as evidence against us on the last day and prevent us from gaining access to heaven. Nothing could be more frightful than that for the feeble mind of a child who believed everything, literarily.

Many years on, although the initial fear instilled in me remain, I understood that the festival was simply fetish, a pagan practice but part of the village’s cultural and unique identity. This was when Christianity was not all- penetrating as it is now. One hundred years after Catholicism was first introduced into the village, the practice goes on, but it is no longer as popular as it used to be. Fewer and fewer people participate or even visit.
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Conversations with My Mother

I come from a culture where silence is golden. Many things are left unsaid, often, better imagined. Many questions remained unasked until it becomes impossible to find answers, as people carry them away with them as eternal secrets to their graves. I have lived most of my life away from my mother. This made me hunger more for some answers, which our time apart over the years has denied me. As a mother, myself, there were instances when my children asked me questions that I honesty couldn’t answer. This stirred in me, the desire to find the courage to ask my mother some burning questions 

I’m not ashamed to say that my mother’s memory is a dozen time better than mine. I haven’t been able to find out why. I tried to find explanations in the fact that I’m able to commit my thoughts to pen and paper, “empty” the contents of my memory in order not to forget them and to make space for more. I’m sometimes tempted to believe that my memory has a limited capacity, some terabytes at the maximum. This is quite contrary for my mother, who is specially gifted with a very high-pitched memory. Sometimes, I felt really humbled when she reminded me of things I should have remembered but have forgotten.

In recent years, I have formed the habit of spending most of my annual leave holidays with her. In 2021 when she clocked 90, I decided to embark on a fact-finding mission that lasted for five uninterrupted weeks. It was a unique opportunity I had and wanted to utilise it to the maximum.

I’d prepared my questions beforehand – almost nothing was off-limits. I specifically wanted to know about my father and their relationship. She has practically been living her entire life in memory of him. She could have remarried and enjoyed marital benefits or at least sought the companionship of another man. I also wanted to know why all ten of us were so different. Inevitably (this is the hardest part), I wanted to know how she felt about transiting to the great beyond or if she had any regrets at all.

From our conversations, I made a very significant discovery about my Catholic origin, which, until then, I’d believed I inherited from my father’s family. Contrarily, I learnt that both my grandmother and great-grand mother were Catholics. Although it was shocking for me to discover that my father was a convert, it gave me great joy to know that I’m a fourth generation Catholic, from the lineage of women. It was quite a revelation to hear my mother recount all she had to go through just to receive a Catholic wedding. They had to travel an equivalence of sixty miles or more on foot to reach and return from the nearest Catholic Church with a residing priest (Irish) who alone could celebrate this sacrament. They had to make the same journey twice, as the priest was absent during their first visit.

From my mother, I learnt that my father was a life-long learner, who also sought continuous professional and personal development, even as the father of a young growing family. The children, coming in, one after the other, didn’t deter him from seeking further knowledge to improve himself. Sometimes, my mother had to leave my siblings with my grandparents and great grandparents to join or visit him in his place of study. To a large extent, this accounted for the different villages where we were born and by extension, the different personalities we all developed which were not homogenous.
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