Issahaku and the Fulani Thieves

from Exchange Is Not Robbery: 214-21
Part Three: Hawa Contextualizes Her Life
Chapter 7: Life With Father

You know, my father is some kind of guy like — he doesn’t drink,
but sometimes, if you see him, you will think he is somebody who drinks
heavily. When he means to fuck' people, he will just call you and fuck
you. And he never fucks only one person. If | am doing something bad,
and he wants to talk to me, he will talk to me up to my brother. He will
say, “Your brother too, he’s the same.” So: my brother too, my father
will tell him he did this and that and this. “And you, too! Why don’t you
people change your mind?”? Or: “What kind of children did God give to
me like that?” Then he’s coming to the other one, too, and he will call
and add the other one to me.

So if somebody does bad, and then he is talking like that, then |
used to reply, “Hey, Papa! If somebody does bad, you must talk to him
alone. But you just mix all of us like this.”

He will say, “Because you used to do it, too.” Hal!

My father can talk, oh. | can tell you. He likes me very much, but
we can never stay together. If we stay a little bit, we will have a
problem. Sometimes if | am annoyed, then when he sits down, | won’t
look at his face. And he has something, too. When he’s talking to you, if
you are putting on sunglasses, he will say, “Open your eyes and look at
me.” If you don’t open your eyes, then he will talk about you. Even if
you are friendly and talking to him, just conversing, if you don’t look at
him straight, then when you go, he will say, “Oh. This is one of my
children. He is a liar. If he’s talking to you, he can’t look at your face.”
Ha-ha. He will just take you like that. So he used to make problems for
us. Yeah, my father can abuse people very well. And these children will
just walk away. They don’t say anything, then they will just go their
ways.

1. abuse verbally
2. attitude; way of thinking
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So: my father doesn’t know what he has done with his life. The
way he is, you know, he tried to marry to have children, but he hasn’t
got any good one inside. Sometimes, if | do something, he is annoyed.
He will abuse me. He will abuse me, and he will abuse my big brother!
Hee-hee-heh! Then he will call the name of our mother and my
grandmother and my grandfather! Ha-ha!

He will say, “Eh-heh! | don’t know self. This family: ay! In my
family we haven’t got people like that. Maybe it’s from your mother’s
mother or something, your grandfather!” Ha-ha! You see? That inside of
his family, he didn’t have a kind of children like us. So that day, you and
all your family at your mother’s side, you are hot. He will make all of
you hot. Then, maybe the other children from another woman will like
it, but it’s not one minute and he will come to someone on their side.

You know, the small wife! has the boy who | said is a very strong
boy in the house. He is very funny too. He and our father can’t sit down
five minutes without some trouble starting between them. Ha-ha! The
boy is rough, and he doesn’t care about the topics of the old man. The
old man used to talk, talk, talk, talk. Then this boy will just stand up and
say, “But you, self, | don’t know what is wrong with you! Every day you
will talk, tey-y:2 ‘This woman’s family is no good, that woman’s family is
no good!” But every time, you don’t waste your time: you will conceive
them and get more bad children for yourself!”

My father will be annoyed! Ha-ha! So every time, they used to
have problems. When that boy is coming to him, the old man will say,
“It’s true. Even a woman, when she is short too much, her children are
also the same thing.” Ha-ha! “Because a short woman has got an
experience. And she will be giving you some different kind of children.”
Ha-ha!

Ah, old man! He’s a shit! So sometimes, you know, | used to sit
down and watch him. | groove heavily, and | will go behind him, and
then | will sit down to watch him. Then if he talks and talks, tey, then he
will turn to his back, and he will see that I’'m watching. Then he will say,
“Eh-heh! This is another white woman, too. She takes her dark glasses

1. younger wife
2. (Pidgin): like that
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and covers her face.” Ha-ha! “l have been watching her. Eh-heh!
What’s wrong with you? Have you something to tell me?”

My old man is a fucking man, eh? But this time, he’s sick, so the
sickness has made him coo-o-ol. This time, you won’t hear his talking
again. But first time — pfft, pfft.

Look, my younger brothers, you know, the young boys: they can go
out as they like. But this old man will never sleep. If he doesn’t see
them come home, he will never sleep. He will go and hide himself at
some corner. And he will carry that type of stick watchmen used to
carry, and then be waiting for them. At the moment you just get into the
door, he wouldn’t beat you with it; he will just make like he has missed
you. He will go and knock somewhere — bap! Then he will say, “You are
lucky! Where from you?”

Then you will say, maybe, “Oh Papa, | have gone out to the friends
to converse and —”

Then he will say, “Look! When | was your age, | didn’t go out at
this time. Don’t try to go with these townspeople and bring any witch to
this house!” What he hates in his life is a witch. He doesn’t like witches.
So any baby, any boy who doesn’t yet grow up, he shouldn’t go out and
come back home at twelve o’clock or one o’clock in the night. Hey-y!
Then he will say, “You know that | used to watch my house. That’s why
the thieves don’t come in.”

But it was very pitiful. When my father went to our country — Ha-
ha! Hee-hee! — he had many, many things. These grand bobos,' he had
many! Oh! We had a box, a big one: it was heavy wood. | think they
used it to bring a fridge from Europe or something like that. When he
went back to his village, my father packed that box with these up-and-
downs, and he carried it to our place, and he was selling these things.

He used to get a cow for one up-and-down. A cow. From these Fulani
people.?2 The big, big dress: my father used to get a cow for it in our
village.

So: these Fulani people, | think, when they would come to him to
get the thing, | don’t know whether he used to open the box and let them

1. a large embroidered gown
2. cultural group, widely dispersed; they often work as herdsmen

"Issahaku and the Fulani Thieves," from Exchange is Not Robbery: 3



see, or what. | don’t know. But they robbed my father! Oh! But when
he told me, | laughed! Ha-ha!

He said, “Eh-heh! Maybe it was you, my own people. You sent
them to come and take it, so that you people will go and share it.” Heh-
hee!

You know, this is what made me laugh, because he said he was in
his room. You know, he doesn’t have a lock and key for the village
door.! He was sleeping. Then he saw somebody opening the door. Then
he said, “Who is that?”

Then the person told him, “Shut up!” Ha-ha!

Then he got up to put on his lamp. He had a kerosene lamp, but he
had reduced it when he was going to sleep. So he put on the light, and
then he saw three men, with knives. Ha-ha! He told me, “When | woke
up, | didn’t have anything to cover myself, you know.” He wasn’t
wearing even underpants. So he was going back to the bed to take a
cloth, and they said, “Where are you going?! Stand there!”

When he told me, he said, “l was just like this. Then | made so.”
He was using his hand to be covering his front like that.

Then they said, “What are you covering there? Take your hands
away!” Ha-hal!

Then he told me, “Ah! | am not strong. And | was sick. And all
your brothers were sleeping. If | made a noise, maybe they would kill
me.”

So then, he just stood like that. Then they took all. His own
suitcase was on top of the box, and they put it down and packed all these
things inside. And the other one was holding him, pressing him to the
wall with the knife to his throat. They finished packing the things, and
then the two people carried the things and went away. And the one who
was the last man, who was holding him to the wall with the knife, he
looked at the bed. You know, my father had more than ten bedsheets on
his bed. So the man saw that these bedsheets and blankets were many.
Then he told my father, “Look you, you don’t have the kind of fresh skin
to sleep on a bed with all these bedsheets.” Ha-ha! The man just
wrapped all of the blankets and the bedsheets, and said, “You — it’s good

1. The doors of village houses are often heavy woven mats that are pushed up against the
entry opening.
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for you to sleep on the floor. If you sleep on the bed, | am going to come
back. You will see!”

So when they went away, my father was sitting up to the morning-
time! Ha-ha! He said, “l was sitting like this.” They left one black cloth
for him, blue-black. It was just a white material which | dyed in Ghana
and gave to him — a very big cloth. They left only that one. And he was
afraid to go and take it, because the man had told him that he is coming
back, and if he sees him sleeping on the bed, or if he’s wearing a cloth,
he will kill him. So this old man just preferred to sit down, and he didn’t
get anything to cover himself.

And you know what made me pity him? When he told me, why | was
laughing, you see, we have some ants, black ones. They are big. They
can bite! Do you know that one? They were in the room on this old man,
and they were getting him. He said, “When they were biting me, you
know, as there is not much meat, they were biting through to my bones!”
Ha! “And then, even to take my hand to brush them away, | couldn’t do
it, because | was afraid the man would come back. So | just took my
bones and dashed' the ants.” Ha!

And he couldn’t shout, too. The man said he was going to come
back, and my father was afraid that maybe they were not far, so before
he would blow alarm to let these children hear his voice to wake up,
maybe this man would come back to kill him. So he didn’t want to say
anything. He was sitting up until something to five, and the day started
breaking. Then he came out like that. He didn’t take any cloth. He said
he was going to see whether this man had gone, but he made up his mind
that if this man was there and said, “Where are you going?” then he
would say, “Oh, but | beg you. I’m going to piss.” So he said that when
he came out, nobody had awakened yet. Then he went to the bathroom
side. He didn’t see anybody. Then he came back to the compound.

When he came back, the old man was crazy. Instead of going and
taking his black cloth they left for him, he said something came to his
mind that maybe these people came back and the person had run into the
room. So he didn’t want to enter there to take the cloth. So he just
started knocking these children’s doors to come out. And then he was
holding his prick like that.

1. gave to
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So when — ha-ha! — when my younger brother opened the door, he
saw our father, that he wasn’t wearing anything. Then he pushed the
door and closed it again. Then my father said, “Come out! Are you
afraid? They have been killing me, but they didn’t finish me yet. I’'m
still in life. Come, come!” Hal!

Then my brother said, “But you should take a cloth.”

He said, “What is a cloth? Do you know what is a cloth? The day
when they gave birth to you, were you carrying a cloth? Come out!”

So this boy opened the door and took a big towel and gave it to him
to cover himself. Then the senior one came out, the one who | said is
now crazy in the village; he also came out.

Then my father said, “Eh-heh! This is why they say a man should
marry plenty of women, and give birth to many children! If somebody
comes to this house in day-time, he will know that | have thick-thick men
in my place. To come and attack me and pack all my things, and you
people were sleeping! You people were sleeping like dead bodies. So:
what is the profit of you people? The profit for you to live here with me?
| want to know. You people must tell me today.”

Look at this. You lost your things. You have to tell your children so
that they can find your things for you. But he just called them early in
the morning, to start — Ha-ha! — to start abusing all of them. “Eh-heh!”
He doesn’t know the profit if they are here. It’s better if everybody finds
his way, and he will know that he’s living alone. If they want somebody
who has many children to give him chieftaincy, in the whole village, he
can be second or third. But he slept, and the thieves came to his room.

Then he said, “I tell you people: maybe even it’s your friends,
because you people used to come home at one o’clock, or two o’clock.
So you people came together, and you let them bring their knives to kill
me and pack my things. And you just went to your rooms and locked your
doors as if you are sleeping. What kind of sleeping is that? All these
three tall men came and passed inside here: you people were sleeping!
Why didn’t they go to your rooms then?” Ha-ha! He just called the
children, blasting them like that.

So the big one said, “Oh, Papa. Sometimes | don’t understand. |
think you — now you are growing old. All the topics you are talking now,
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it’s not normal. How can we know that thief people have come to your
room?”

Then my father said, “Let everybody say. You: don’t say anything.
As for you, | have already known you. Even maybe it’s you who did it!”
Ha! He just put it on that boy, that he should shut up his mouth, that
maybe he is the one who brought the people to attack him. “They were
tall like you. They were all wearing batakari,” white-white ones. Only
that was different. But they were tall like you.” Ha!

So | told you the small one is a ruffian. If he sees that my father
wants to disgrace them, he will say: “Let’s leave him.”

So my father was talking, and they were walking away one by one.
Then he said, “Eh-heh! What kind of children are like that? When the
father wants to talk, even they wouldn’t want to stand and listen to him.
They start walking away. Yes, | know. But | didn’t do that to my father.
That’s why God blessed me to get you people. But if you are doing that
to me, God will punish you! If you are not my own children, even if you
all know that | am crazy, | swear. They came and stole all my things, and
you people were here. Then I’m going to tell you something, so you start
walking away. Yes. Go and share it! | won’t die! |didn’t steal it. But
God will punish you people!”

Hey! So the time these three Fulani people came and robbed him,
he was talking about this thing for more than one week, that his own
children are the ones who came and robbed him. Ha-ha!

So when | went home, he told me, “Your brother did it. But | can’t
blame them. It’s not their fault.”

Then | said, “How, Papa? How could they do that?”

He said, “Ah SO DO YOU THINK — YOU, HAWA — IF YOU ARE HERE,
YOU CAN SLEEP IN THIS HOUSE AND PEOPLE WILL COME AND PASS THE
WHOLE WAY TO COME AND OPEN MY DOOR, WITH KNIVES, AND SHOUT ON
ME TO ‘SHUT UP!” AND YOU WON’T HEAR ANYTHING? YOU SAY YOU ARE
SLEEPING! ARE YOU DEAD?!” HA! “IN THE NIGHT-TIME, WHEN YOU
SPEAK A LITTLE, IT’S LOUD, YOU KNOW. YOU THINK —? THEY KNOW!
I’M TELLING YOU, MY DAUGHTER. YOU THINK | —? I’M NOT LYING.
THESE MY BOYS — ANYWAY, THEY USED TO HELP ME TO FARM. BUT

1. (Hausa): a type of wide smock made from woven strips of cloth; also, fugu

"Issahaku and the Fulani Thieves," from Exchange is Not Robbery: 7



THEY’RE BAD BOYS LIKE | HAVEN’T SEEN IN MY LIFE. THEY ARE THE
PEOPLE WHO DID THAT.”

SO | SAID, “OH, NO, PAPA, | DON’T BELIEVE THAT THEY CAN DO
THAT.”

HE SAID, “IF YOU WANT TO BACK THEM, YOU CAN BACK THEM. BUT
| KNOW THAT THEY ARE THE ONES WHO DID IT.”

SO THAT TIME PASSED. AND THE NEXT TIME | WENT, THEN HE TOLD
ME, “OH, YOU SEE? | WAS BLAMING YOUR BROTHERS FOR NOTHING. IT’S
THE FULANI PEOPLE WHO CAME AND ROBBED ME.”

AND | SAID, “HOW DID YOU GET THEM?”

YOU KNOW, FROM OUR HOUSE TO WHERE THE FULANI PEOPLE ARE
LIVING, IT MAY BE ABOUT ONE AND A HALF KILOMETERS. SO MY FATHER
SAID A FULANI MAN CAME AND TOLD HIM THAT HIS COW HAD A BABY, SO
HE WAS GOING TO SEE IT. AND YOU KNOW, HE HAD A TOWEL HE USED TO
PUT AROUND HIS NECK WHEN IT’S HOT. THESE OLD, OLD MEN, YOU
KNOW, EVEN IN GHANA, THEY DO IT. SO HE SAW THAT TOWEL BEHIND
THE ROAD THERE, AND HE GOT IT. SO: HE KNOWS IT’S NOT HIS
CHILDREN. HE WAS BLAMING HIS BOYS FOR NOTHING. IT WAS THE
FULANI PEOPLE WHO ROBBED HIM. WHEN THEY PASSED THERE, MAYBE
HIS TOWEL FELL DOWN. BUT | SHOULDN’T TELL MY BROTHERS. THEY
WILL BLAST HIM. HA! HA! THIS OLD MAN IS FUNNY! SO HE SAID THAT
HE KNOWS THAT I’M HIS MOTHER. HE USED TO TELL ME HIS EVERYTHING.
EVEN HE DIDN’T TELL HIS WIFE. HE WILL BE WATCHING SMALL-SMALL.

HE WILL GET SOME OF HIS THINGS BEFORE HE WILL TELL ANYBODY. BUT I
SHOULDN’T LET MY BROTHERS KNOW THAT HE KNOWS THE PEOPLE WHO
ROBBED HIM, BECAUSE THIS TIME, MY BROTHERS ARE SERIOUS: THEY SAID
THAT HE HAS INSULTED THEM THAT THEY ARE THIEVES. SO IF THEY HEAR
THAT HE SAW THE TOWEL THERE BEHIND THE FULANI PEOPLE’S HOUSE,
THEY WILL BE ANNOYED WITH HIM. THEN THEY WILL SAY HE WAS
TELLING LIES ON THEM, AND THEY WILL ALL RUN AWAY AND LEAVE HIM.

SO | SAID, “OK.”

THEN | WENT AND TOLD MY SMALL BROTHER: “PAPA HAS SEEN HIS
TOWEL.” HEE-HEEE! “PAPA HAS SEEN HIS TOWEL NEAR THE FULANI
PEOPLE’S HOUSE, SO HE TOLD ME THAT THE FULANI PEOPLE ARE THE
ONES WHO ROBBED HIM. BUT HE DOESN’T WANT YOU PEOPLE TO KNOW.
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SO DON’T TELL THE OTHER ONES. YOU SHOULDN’T LET ANYBODY HEAR
IT.”

SO: HA! THIS BOY WASN’T SERIOUS. HE SAID IT. THAT EVENING-
TIME, 1 HAD BROUGHT SOME CLOTH, AND I SAID | WOULD GIVE IT TO THAT
BOY TO MAKE A FULL CLOTH LIKE THE ONE THE MEN WEAR. SO THE BOY
SAID, “AH, WELL, AS FOR ME, YOU KNOW, | DON’T NEED SUCH THINGS
MUCH. AND NOW, | THINK THEY HAVE ROBBED PAPA, SO WE SHOULD ADD
IT TO PAPA’S THINGS.”

SO MY FATHER WAS SITTING OUTSIDE AND THIS BOY BROUGHT IT.
HE SAID, “PAPA, THEY HAVE ROBBED YOU. HAWA HAS BROUGHT THIS
CLOTH FOR ME. BUT | THINK YOU DON’T HAVE ENOUGH CLOTHES NOW,
SO | WANT TO GIVE THIS TO ADD TO YOUR OWN. | THINK IT WILL BE
BETTER, A LITTLE BIT.”

THEN MY FATHER SAID, “AS FOR YOU, YOU HAVE SENSE. THE
OTHERS: THEY ARE FOOLISH! THEY ARE STUPID! ALL THESE CHILDREN |
HAVE IN THIS HOUSE, IF NOT YOU ALONE, WHO IS GIVING ME RESPECT?!
THAT DAY WHEN THEY STOLE MY THINGS, | WAS ANNOYED. | THOUGHT
YOU WERE AMONG, TOO.”

THEN THE BOY SAID, “PAPA, | BROUGHT THIS THING FOR YOU. |
DON’T WANT YOU TO BRING THIS THIEF PALAVER. THE FULANI PEOPLE
ROBBED YOU. IF YOU ARE AFRAID OF THEM, DON’T BRING YOUR
PROBLEMS TO ME!”

THEN YOU KNOW, | KNEW | HAD SAID THE THING, SO | WAS AFRAID.
SO | SAID, “WHAT FULANI PEOPLE? THEY ROBBED HIM?”

THEN MY FATHER SAID, “SHUT UP! YOU WENT AND TOLD HIM! |
KNOW THAT. YOU — YOU PEOPLE I’VE GIVEN BIRTH TO, YOU MY
CHILDREN, YOU ARE THE PEOPLE WHO ARE GOING TO SELL ME TO KILL
ME. HAWA! YOU! | SAID YOU ARE MY MOTHER; I TELL YOU ALL MY
SECRETS!” HA!' “SO YOU WENT AND TOLD YOUR BROTHER? YES? |
KNOW. YOU ARE THE PEOPLE WHO WILL TAKE ME OUT AND GO AND SELL
ME TO MY ENEMIES, AND THEN THEY WILL KILL ME. WHY SHOULD YOU
TELL HIM? WHEN | TALKED TO YOU, | SAID, ‘AS MY MOTHER, DON’T TELL
HIM.” WHY DID YOU TELL HIM?”

| WAS ASHAMED! HA! | WAS ASHAMED. | SAID, “I SWEAR, IT’S NOT
— I DIDN’T TELL HIM ANYTHING.” THEN | ASKED THE BOY, “WHO TOLD
YOU THAT? WHO TOLD YOu?”
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THEN MY BROTHER ALSO TRIED. HE SAID, “AH! WHO TOLD ME?
PAPA THINKS | DON’T HAVE SENSE. WHEN THEY ROBBED PAPA, HE DIDN’T
EVEN HAVE A TOWEL. IT’S MY TOWEL | GAVE TO PAPA. BUT | HAVE SEEN
PAPA’S OLD TOWEL WITH HIM.”

SO WITH ALL THIS, MY FATHER GOT TO KNOW THAT | HAD TOLD MY
BROTHER. THEN THE NEXT DAY WHEN HE SAW ME, HE SAID, “HAWA, YOU
SEE? | LIKE YOU. YOU ARE MY DAUGHTER. | LOVE YOU MORE THAN ALL
MY CHILDREN. BUT YOU DID SOMETHING TO ME. IT’S VERY SERIOUS. |
TOLD YOU NOT TO TELL YOUR BROTHER WHERE | GOT THE TOWEL, AND
YOU WENT AND TOLD HIM. DO YOU SEE HOW YOU DISGRACED ME? DON’T
YOU PITY YOUR PAPA?”

HE WAS TALKING LIKE THIS. AND YOU KNOW, THE WAY HE TALKED
ABOUT IT, | WAS FEELING PITY. | REGRETTED: AH! WHY SHOULD | TALK
TO THAT FUCKING BOY? YOU KNOW?
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