[image: image1.jpg]@@ BRITISH
®® COUNCIL



[image: image2.png]



[image: image1.jpg]
[image: image3]

Tande’s Dilemma

[Short Story]
By Samuel Asanga Mokom
It was a cold and dark evening. Tande, a young medical doctor from England sat on a bamboo stool in his grandmother’s  kitchen. He watched amusedly at the tiny burning branches which his grandmother constantly put in the three-stone fireplace. The branches crackled, burnt into flames, glowed and then turned to ashes. It was amazing, he thought, how he still loved seeing branches burn. He remembered how, as a little boy, he used to take out glowing branches from the fireplace and wave them. Repeated calls from his mother to stop the game fell on deaf ears. But one day, these warnings made sense: a piece of a glowing branch flew like a projectile and landed on his sister’s back, and she was severely burnt. His mother gave him a good thrashing and he had no supper that evening. That was the last time he played with fire. That was many years ago and he thought everything has changed now but for his grandmother, whom he still found strong and a fervent defender of the tradition. 

Tande had returned two days ago from London, where he had gone for medical studies. He was now married to an English woman and had a four-year-old daughter. Contrary to his expectations, his reception home was not a warm one. This was not because he had married a white woman, but because he had returned home without his daughter. The fax message he had received from the fon informing him about his father’s death clearly stated that he should bring his daughter with him. He did not bring the girl as requested because he did not want to subject her to circumcision. His grandmother had invited him to her kitchen to persuade him to send for his daughter.

‘Tande my son, I can see how negatively the white man’s land has changed you,’ she said with a voice full of chagrin.

‘How can you expect me to bring Sirri home to be mutilated! Do you think it would be better to have two funerals instead of one?’

‘Better two honourable funerals than none at all.’ The old woman sniffed and turned away.

‘Grandma, do you expect me to sacrifice my daughter to this misguided practice?’

‘Your first duty is to your father! How can he rest in peace if there is no purification? How can he be buried with dignity, if you turn your back on your own people?’

‘Grandma listen to me! Don’t you remember my sister? Your own granddaughter? She was fourteen when she died, a girl, her whole life ahead of her! I know mother would be alive today if that hadn’t happened. It broke her heart.’

‘Your mother was too soft for her own good! And your sister?’ The old woman shrugged. ‘We cannot change fate. Even you, even a big doctor like you, none of us can change things that are meant to be.’ 

Tande was furious; he stood up and went to the door.

‘Is this what my father would have wanted? Is this what the Kwifon wants? People’s lives ruined, needlessly?’

Grandma scowled. ‘Your father was my son before he was your father. He deserves a funeral to be proud of, a funeral to remember. Would you deny him that? The man who paid for you through university, who fed you, clothed you – would you deny him so easily?’ She snorted, ‘The white man’s land has changed you. I do not think you your father’s son.’

Ni Tambang, Tande’s late father, owned several herds of cattle and wielded considerable power in the village because he was a member of the Kwifon secret society. His death did not only concern Akusa village, it also concerned the surrounding seven villages of the Nduma plain. His body was at present in the mortuary of the Bamenda provincial hospital. A date for his funeral had not yet been fixed because one important issue stood yet unresolved: the circumcision of Tande’s daughter. Female genital mutilation was a practice that had existed among the people of the Nduma plain from time immemorial. This deep-rooted tradition was their cultural identity. This was a ritual every woman had to go through. Shame and ostracism was the fate reserved for any family whose daughter was not circumcised.

‘I beg you, Tande, do not bring shame upon this family.’ The old woman said, giving her grandson an imploring look. 

‘Grandma, Sirri is just four.’ he said, displaying four of his fingers in the air. ‘How can you circumcise such a little child?’ he asked.

‘Oh I see! Have you forgotten the ways of our forefathers? Have you forgotten that when a member of the Kwifon secret society dies every girl in his family must be circumcised before he can be given a decent burial?’

‘This family has always had a good reputation so I do not see why my father won’t be given a decent burial.’ Tande said.

‘And today you want tarnish that reputation. Your father will be buried outside the land of his ancestors and without a single gunshot. Do you hear me Tande? Without a single gunshot. Please spare me the shame.’ 

How scandalous it would be to bury his father without gunshots and outside the ancestral land, he thought.  He knew full well that as requested by tradition, no member of the Kwifon secret society would be buried in Akusa or any where in the Nduma plain if there was any girl in his family that was not yet circumcised. The people of the Nduma plain called this purification. They believed that, their ancestors would not welcome any member of the Kwifon secret society whose household was not purified. Not only will the dead reject his soul, the living too will reject his body. This for certain was the fate awaiting his father. No one in the Nduma plain would forgive him if that happened. He could feel their silent pressure. How could a member of the Kwifon secret society be buried without gunshots and outside the ancestral land? He owed his father much. What better honour could he bestow to his dead father than a decent burial? Was it the right decision not to bring Sirri to Akusa? Was he in his right mind? Was he playing with fire again? Who was he going to burn this time? He felt sorry for his grandmother. He knew what would befall her if her great granddaughter was not circumcised. Would she be able to live through the shame and ostracism? He took leave of her and stepped out into the night.

The night was cold and windy and could hear the wind moaning through the trees. He walked to his father’s house and opened the door. If only his mother was here to welcome him he thought; she would have comforted and perhaps helped him find a solution to this problem. Unfortunately she could not be there; she died when he was fourteen. Thinking of her now, his eyes watered. He could call to mind how she died. He walked into the sitting room. It was pitch dark. He fumbled in his trousers pocket for a box of matches. He struck a match and lit the bush lamp that was on the dining table. The house was cold and empty. He sat down on the sofa and tried to imagine how his father’s compound would have been at moment if he had subjected his daughter to circumcision. The compound would have been packed full of mourners. All the furniture in the sitting room would have been removed to create more space for mourners to place their mats. He would have been hearing the rumbling of a generator producing electricity. But things were not this way, and they would never be so if Sirri was not circumcised. He knew that. Should he subject his daughter to circumcision and give his father a befitting funeral? This he was certain he was not going to do. He disapproved of the practice ever since it caused the death of his twin sister.

That incident happened fifteen years ago. In the stillness of the night, the town crier went through every path and crossroad of the village hitting his gong and calling on mothers to bring their uncircumcised teenage daughters before sunrise to the fon’s palace. Collective circumcision was always a prelude to an important ceremony. That year, the village was preparing for the annual Uma dance. Before festivities, the land had to be purified to honour the ancestors. The following morning, all the uncircumcised teenage girls were accompanied by their mothers to the fon’s palace and left in the custody of some elderly women who had to commit the act. Each girl was dressed in a long red loincloth which ran from the chest to the ankle. The old women rubbed the arms and face of each girl with palm oil. When this was done, the girls, guided by the old women, set off to the enormous baobab tree a few metres behind the palace. Men were not allowed to accompany them. This was the last time Tande saw his sister alive. The girl suffered from shock and haemorrhage and died. His mother could not bear the death of her daughter. She fell seriously ill and died two weeks later. Tande had never forgotten those incidents. Two people he loved so much were snatched away from him because of a crude tradition. The pictures were still vivid in his mind. What if the same thing happened to Sirri?  He will not let her be circumcised; he has made up his mind. He did not, however, want his father to be buried as an outcast. Tomorrow he must meet the fon and other members of the Kwifon secret society and tell them about the adverse consequences of genital mutilation on women and urge them to ban it. He was acutely aware that the subject of circumcision was a can of worms. But he was a medical doctor and he knew exactly what he would be telling them. With this in mind, he made himself as comfortable as he could on the sofa, put off the bush lamp and went to sleep.

Copyright information: All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced, stored in or introduced to a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without prior written permission of the British Council. Any person who does any unauthorised act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.
PAGE  
[image: image2.png]
                 2
© 2006 Samuel Asanga Mokom

[image: image3]