CHAPTER ELEVEN. GLOBAL
CELEBRATIONS OF THE 50TH
ANNIVERSARY OF ARROW OF GOD.
THE GIFT OF REMEMBRANCE

Nwando Achebe

he Igbo have a saying that when you praise a warrior for what

s/he has done, then s/he does more. The year 2014, this 50t
anniversary of my father’s Arrow of God, has evolved into a year of
much praise—a gift that keeps giving—a year in which my father
and his work have been celebrated worldwide with the extraordinary
gift of remembrance.

The Kundi of the West African savannah region have a folktale
which exemplifies the importance of remembrance, and of giving
thanks; and it goes something like this: Long, long ago, a hunter by
the name of Ogaloussa lived with his pregnant wife, and many
children. One morning Ogaloussa took his weapons and set out for
a hunt. The day passed, and darkness came, but Ogaloussa did not
return. Another day passed, and Ogaloussa still did not return. A
week passed, then a moon; then several moons. His family, although
initially worried, continued to care for their crops, and hunt for
game; and soon forgot about Ogaloussa.

A few moons later, another son was born to Ogaloussa.
Ogaloussa’s wife named him Puli. As Puli grew older, he began to
talk, and his first words were, “Where is my father?”—a question
that he asked again and again. At Puli’s insistence, his older siblings
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took their weapons, and went in search of their father. They searched
what seemed like every nook and cranny of the forest until one of
them found Ogaloussa’s bones scattered among some trees. His first
child gathered all of Ogaloussa’s bones and put them together, each
in its right place. His second child worked to cover Ogaloussa’s
skeleton with sinews and flesh. His third child put blood into
Ogaloussa’s veins. His fourth, breathed life into his body. His fifth
child gave his body the power of movement; and Ogaloussa sat up
and opened his eyes. His sixth child gave him the power of speech;
and Ogaloussa stood up and spoke. Then father and children trekked
several days and nights, until they arrived at their village to great
feasting and celebration.

A mighty cow was killed for the great feast. Ogaloussa took the
cow’s tail, braided and decorated it with beads, cowry shells, and
bits of shiny metal. It was a thing of great beauty, admiration, and
prestige, this cow-tail switch. Ogaloussa then decided to gift his
much admired cow tail in appreciation, to the one who did the most
to bring him home. An argument ensued amongst his children, who
each felt most deserving of the prestigious gift. The great hunter
listened intently, then spoke; and this is what he said: “To my
youngest, I will give the cow-tail switch, for it is this child who
saved my life. A man is never truly dead until he is forgotten.”?

Like the wisdom of this Kundi tale, it is with great humility and
appreciation that I offer these heartfelt words of thanks for the gift
of remembrance that numerous programs, departments, and
universities on at least four different continents have accorded to our
late father. Tributes which work to keep his legacy and life’s work
alive and well. Now to my words of thanks . . .

In February 2014, I was invited by Virginia Tech University to
give a Black History Month Keynote on my father’s Arrow of God.?
At that time, cowed though I was, I reread the book in preparation;
and my mind bubbled with ideas of what to say. And for what
seemed like the millionth time since his passing, I sorely missed the
living encyclopedia called Chinua Achebe; the father and ready sage
who was but a phone call or conversation away. However, this
Syracuse University symposium, like my Virginia Tech keynote,
has afforded my sister Chinelo and me the gift of remembrance.
These illuminating addresses, conversations in many cases, from
some of the most respected scholars of the African literary world,
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have allowed me the precious joy of reminiscing about the quiet
genius of a man that I was privileged to call father. It is therefore
with heartfelt appreciation and sincere humility that I thank
Syracuse University’s Meredith Professor for Teaching Excellence
and Professor of African American Studies, Micere Githae Miigo,
our Aunty Micere, for honoring our dear father.

And might I add here that this Syracuse University symposium’s
theme, “Orature as Resistance: Art Against Repressive Rule” is
extremely apt, because it encapsulates rather forcefully, in my view,
one of the most important themes of my father’s novel, namely, the
obligations of good leaders and leadership. Permit me now, the
space to briefly look to my discipline of training, African History,
to provide some much needed historical contextualization. In 1964,
the year in which my father’s Arrow of God was published, Nigeria
had only just gained its independence from Britain four years earlier,
and was at the cusp of disentangling itself from the suffocating web
of British imperialism. However, this young new nation found that
moving forward was not easy; that it had to consciously engage,
with the goal of disengaging, the vestiges of the colonial past. It
found that it had to consciously confront a history and culture denied
and displaced.

In many ways, the escapades surrounding Arrow of God'’s main
character, the fictional High Priest Ezeulu of Umuaro, who was
jailed by the British colonial authorities for refusing to become a
warrant chief, engages the theme of this Syracuse symposium,
namely, “resistance against repressive rule.”® Allow me again, to
anchor my thoughts in history: The British introduced a system of
indirect rule in its most populous African colonial territory. A
brainchild of Frederick John Dealtry Lugard, the British grand plan
was to have British-born colonial administrators rule through
existing Nigerian indigenous authorities. The policy however
assumed that all Nigerian governing systems were hierarchical and
centralized. This was not so. Thus, this British attempt to rule
indirectly bred divisions and confusion that did not previously exist.
My people, the Igbo people have a saying: Igbo enwe eze, i.e. the
Igbo have no kings. In my father’s Arrow of God, we witness the
disastrous consequences of imposing indirect rule on an indigenous
Nigerian community that had no kings. The book serves as a mirror
through which to view Nigeria’s embittered and embattled colonial

149




< ILLUMINATIONS ON CHINUA ACHEBE

history as it engaged the rights of citizens and citizenship, and
obligations of leaders and leadership. Along the way, it foretells the
folly of an overzealous and over-governing, indeed, a repressive
colonial state. My father’s Arrow of God also begs a consideration
of what happens when individuals, Igbo individuals, overstep the
boundaries of good governance themselves.

My father was the greatest historian that I ever knew—which
makes my brief foray into all things history fitting. He was also a
humble and simple man, who was eternally appreciative of all the
gifts that he was given. It is therefore with heartfelt appreciation that
I, on behalf of my family, my mother, Professor Christie Chinwe
Achebe, my siblings, Chinelo, Ike, and Chidi, thank our aunty,
Professor Micere Githae Miigo for putting together such a terrific
event to honor our father.

As Aunty Micere has reminded us time and again, “it takes a
family.”* We therefore also extend our heartfelt thanks to her co-
convener, Herbert G. Ruffin II, Associate Professor, Department of
African American Studies, Syracuse University, for his tireless
efforts to put together this gift of remembrance in my father’s honor;
the Chair of the Department of African American Studies, Professor
Kishi Animashaun Ducré; the Senior Associate Dean of Arts and
Letters, Professor Greenberg; the Vice Chancellor and Provost,
Professor Eric Spina, also, Professor of Mechanical and Aerospace
Engineering, Syracuse University. The University of Syracuse
family also included a wide and ranging group of sponsors, without
whose support this symposium could not have come into being. It is
therefore with heartfelt appreciation and humility that I thank,
Syracuse’s Department of African American Studies; the Office of
the Vice Chancellor; the College of Arts and Sciences; the Dean of
David B. Falk College of Sport and Human Dynamics; the Dean of
Graduate School, the Dean of the School of Education; the Dean of
S.I. Newhouse School of Public Communications; the Africa
Initiative; the African Students Union; the Community Folk Art
Center; the Ghana Society of Central New York; The Humanities
Center; the Martin Luther King Library; the Pan African
Community of Central New York; the Student African American
Society; the United Women of Africa Organization; the
Anthropology Department; the Communications and Rhetorical
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Studies Department; the History Department; and last, but not least,
the Political Science Department.

We also offer special thanks to the Department of African
American Studies’ extended family of interrelated units, including:
Professor Kofi Okyere, Board Member, Africa Initiative; Phillip
Pantaleo, Graduate Assistant, Africa Initiative; Professor Kheli
Robin Willetts, Director, Community Folk Art Center; Angela
Williams, Librarian, Martin Luther King Library; and Professor
James Williams, African American Studies Undergraduate
Committee. Syracuse University student volunteers also played a
central role in providing support for this celebration, including, Anju
Franklin, President, Student African American Society; Vivian
Guetle, Winnie Ivy Cherop Kirui, Miriam Kyomugasho, Kevin
Morris, Vanira Rodriguez, Hamdi Tartarini, Goshu Terefa, and
Renee Wilks.

The staff of the African American studies departments, Doreen
Latrece Blenman; Ajajielle Brown; Regina Cole and David
Mwanzia; and every single person who had a hand in putting
together this splendid program to honor our father, we owe a debt of
thanks; and last, but not least, to Professor Biodum Jeyifo for a
profound and illuminating keynote; as well as the incredible line-up
of distinguished literary scholars—Janis A. Mayes, Nana Ayebia
Clarke, Wangiii wa Goro, Maureen Ngozi Eke, Milkoma wa Ngiigi,
Micere Githae Miigo, Kevin P. Morris II, Miriam Kyomugasho and
Goshu Wolole Tefera, Simon Gikandi, Seth N. Asumah, Abena
Busia, Cheryl Sterling, Mecke Nagel, Olufemi Taiwo, Betty
Wambui, Okey Ndibe, Vincent Odamtten—several of whom I have
admired from a distance, my family and I say, dalu; thank you, thank
you, and thank you very much.’

The Igbo people have a saying that a child who is carried on the
back does not realize that walking is a painful activity. This
Syracuse event is part of, what have become, worldwide
celebrations of the 50th anniversary of a novel, considered by
several critics of my father’s to be his greatest work of fiction, his
magnum opus. | have been charged with the daunting task of
bringing to the fore, and contextualizing these worldwide
celebrations, these gifts of remembrance; while at the same time,
offering up, my own thank you to individuals and institutions that
have played a central role in making these festivities happen. I will
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endeavor to do so to the best of my abilities now...

A number of international literary experts have helped facilitate,
events around the world to celebrate Arrow of God’s important
milestone. They have made walking easy, by carrying this book on
their backs. They “carried” the often arduous and difficult burden of
organizing and fundraising for these events. Were I to attempt to
acknowledge all persons involved, I would surely produce a never-
ending list of benefactors. I must, however, acknowledge, with
profound indebtedness a few individuals who went far and beyond
the call of duty to honor my father, including: Professor Nair Anaya,
Professor Ernest Emenyonu, Professor Charles Larson, Professor
Raisa Simona, Russell Perrault of Anchor Books, Professor Abena
Busia, Professor Ekwueme Michael Thelwell, Professor Simon
Gikandi, Professor Lyn Innes, Dr. Alastair Niven, Professor Bernth
Lindfors, Professor Obiora Udechukwu, Dr. Cheryl Sterling,
Professor Obioma Nnaemeka, Dr. Wale Okediran and the
Association of Nigerian Authors (Nigeria), Professor Jesse Shipley,
and last, but certainly not least, our own Professor Micere Githae
Miigo.

Gifts of remembrance were held at institutions in the US, UK,
The Middle East, Asia, and Africa. The festivities to celebrate my
father’s life, legacy, and his Arrow of God, debuted on November
15, 2013, with a heartwarming United Nations ceremony, at their
headquarters in New York City. Between 1999 and 2005, my father
had served as a United Nations goodwill ambassador; and in
recognition of these services and his contributions to world literature
and humanity, The UN decided to celebrate what would have been
my father’s 83 birthday. Held at the Dag Hammarskjold Library
Auditorium, the event brought together literary thinkers and
performers from around the world to celebrate my father and his
literary legacy.® Many thanks to Bhikshuni Weisbrot for organizing
this celebration. Following the United Nations celebration, Bard
College, Annandale-on-Hudson, our family home away from home,
hosted President John Dramani Mahama of the Republic of Ghana,
who delivered the first Chinua Achebe Leadership forum Lecture.’

In January 2014, Maharaja Sayajirao University of Baroda,
Vadodara India’s Department of English held the UGC National
Seminar on “The Postcolonial Discourse and Politics of Chinua
Achebe.”® Closely following this University of Baroda, January
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seminar, was a February 25® “Discussion of Chinua
Achebe’s Arrow of God” at Marymount Manhattan College, New
York. Two days later, on February 27, 2014, I delivered the keynote
that I reference earlier at Virginia Tech University, Blacksburg. In
the keynote, I explored themes of civil rights, governing and over-
governing.’

In March 2014, a consortium of universities in the Middle East,
supported by UNESCO, the Nigerian Embassy in Beirut, and other
higher education institutes, scheduled a special international
conference in honor of my father. Billed as “The Legacy of Chinua
Achebe: Dialogical Explorations in Philosophy, Literature, and
Politics,” the conference was held at Notre Dame University—
Louaize, Lebanon, and featured a keynote by Professor Ernest
Emenyonu, and an address by Professor Wole Soyinka, who graced
the occasion as guest of honor.!°

On the same day across the seas, American University in
Washington D.C., held its third annual conference of the Political
Theory Institute to celebrate the life and writing of my father,
Chinua Achebe. Featured speakers included Gambian poet and
World Bank official, Tijan Sallah, Professor Emeritus Charles
Larson, as well as the PTI Director Alan Levine, who had published
two pieces on Achebe.!! In late March and early April, Penn State

i Berks held a number of commemorative events to celebrate my
i father’s legacy and his third novel, Arrow of God.'” Then in April
1 2014, the board of the Modern Language Association’s held a
‘ board-sponsored roundtable on “Achebe at the Turn of the 21st
Century.”’?

To mark Arrow of God’s 50 year, Charles R. Larson, wrote an
op-ed for Counterpunch, entitled “Achebe’s Greatest Novel, 50
years on.”'* Larson would serve as one of several keynote speakers
that would grace what was the biggest of the Arrow of God events,
namely, an eight-city transnational celebration of my father’s Arrow
of God in our home country of Nigeria. The festivities, these gifts of
[ remembrance, included an International Colloquium, “Arrow of
: God@>50: Literature, Leadership and National Unity”; symposia; a

children's carnival; quiz competitions; an excursion by school
children to landmark areas connected to Chinua Achebe in Ogidi,
Anambra State; a stage presentation of various adaptations of Arrow
of God; literary events; and a grand finale of tributes at the
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University of Ibadan, University of Port Harcourt, University of
Lagos, University of Abuja, Usman Dan Fodio University, Sokoto;
Nnamdi Azikiwe University, Awka; Federal University Otuoke,
Bayelsa, and our home town of Ogidi.!” The celebrations kicked off
on April 3, 2014, with an “Arrow of God at 50: Abuja Children’s
Carnival” held in Nigeria’s Federal Capital City of Abuja, at the
Nigerian Television Authority’s Arena. The occasion featured
drama sketches, quiz and dance dramas—all centered around Arrow
of God. The welcome address was given by Mallam Denja
Abdullahi; and the Chairperson of the occasion, Professor Chudi
Uwazurike, Honorable Member of the House of Representatives,
gave a brief opening remark. Keynote speakers for the Nigerian
events included Professor Darren Kew of UMass Boston’s John W.
McCormack Graduate School of Policy and Global Studies;
Professor Emeritus Charles R. Larson; Professor Emerita Lyn Innes;
Professor Akachi Adimora-Ezeigbo; and Natasha Vaubel. Our
profound thanks go especially to Dr. Wale Okediran, the chairman
of the national organizing committee of Arrow of God@50.'

In May 2014, Brown University, where my father served as the
David and Marianna Fisher University Professor, and Professor of
Africana Studies, hosted the 5% Chinua Achebe Colloquium.
Entitled “African Literature as Restoration: Chinua Achebe as
Teacher,” the colloquium brought together thinkers and policy
makers to celebrate Achebe’s life work and foster greater
knowledge on Africa. Then The Institute for Africa Studies of the
Russian Academy of Science held two panel discussions on “Arrow
of God at 50.” Following closely on the heels of these discussions,
was a Chicago, Dominican University event to celebrate my father’s
legacy and the SO® Anniversary of 4rrow of God."

Igbo organizations the world over celebrated my father’s Arrow
of God during the spring and summer months of 2014, including the
Igbo Studies Association of the USA, and the World Igbo Congress
in Dallas, Texas, which featured a weekend of activities celebrating
my father; beginning with a symposium chaired by Professor Ernest
Emenyonu, who also delivered the keynote, and ending with an
interdenominational Thanksgiving church service. Their articulated
mission was “to celebrate Chinua Achebe the way we want the
world to remember him.”'® Then in July, another Igbo diaspora
group, Ohaneze Ndi Igho (the organization of Igbo people), of
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Belgium celebrated 50 Years of Arrow of God and the book’s central
place in Nigerian writing. On October 4, the Igbo Institute (UK) in
association with the Centre for African Studies (CAS) at School of
African and Oriental Studies (SOAS), University of London, hosted
a symposium to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the publication of
Chinua Achebe’s novel, Arrow of God as well as Nigeria’s
centenary. Both anniversaries shaped the symposium’s theme; “50
Years of Arrow of God, 100 Years of Nigeria: A Celebration and an
Inquest.” The symposium brought together writers, academics,
publishers and the general public to explore, amongst other themes,
the role of Arrow of God in telling Nigeria’s story, and make
connections between Arrow of God and contemporary African
history. This was the first of two symposia that SOAS organized in
; honor of my father’s Arrow of God. Then there was the “Arrow of
' God at 50: School of African and Oriental Studies (SOAS)
Symposium.” It featured readings from 4rrow of God by Anthony
Ogoegbu; a panel on “Social Transformation in 4rrow of God;
another on “Arrow of God and the Igbo Experience,” “Reflections
of Chinua Achebe and Arrow of God”; and a roundtable on “4rrow
of God: its Tmpact and legacy.” The evening ended with an Igbo
cultural performance and reception. The speakers included Louisa
Uchum Egbunike, Oladipo Agboluaje, Mpalive Msiska, Herbert
Ekwe-Ekwe, Chikwendu Anyanwe, Nana Ayebia, Kwadwo Osei-
Nyame, Jar, and Wangui wa Goro."

On the 20% and 21% August, 2014, Arrow of God was celebrated
by the Faculty of Philosophy and Letters at The National University
of Mexico Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México, UNAM). In
a two-day conference organized by Professor Nair Anaya, “Mexico
Celebrat[ed] Arrow of God and the Life of Chinua Achebe.”” We
thank, Professor Anaya for organizing the festivities.

On September 30, 2014, City College of New York, where my
father was a visiting professor in the early 1990s launched a speaker
series, “The Chinua Achebe Legacy Series.” The series opened with
Nicole Amarteifio, creator of the YouTube series “An African City”
and attracted three other renowned African writers including,
Kenneth Binyavanga Wainaina, Kenyan author, journalist and
winner of the Caine Prize for African Writing; Laila Lalimi,
Moroccan novelist and essayist, and Sefi Atta, award-winning
Nigerian author and playwright?’ Our family is grateful to
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Dr. Cheryl Sterling, director of the Black Studies Program for
creating this series.

Then on October 6-9, 2014, members of the Tri-college
communities of Haverford, Bryn Mawr, and Swarthmore, hosted a
four-day conference, “(IR)REVERENCE: A Conference in
Celebration of the 50th Anniversary of Chinua Achebe’s
Novel, Arrow of God,” convened in recognition of my father’s
landmark text. There were a series of events across the three
campuses featuring participants from a variety of fields in the
sciences, humanities, and arts who engaged in extended dialogue
about the significance of my father’s work and contemporary issues
that reverberate with his writing’s influence.?

Between October 24™ and 25% 2014 there was a series of mega
Arrow of God conferences in London, England. The first, was at
King’s College, London; followed by Royal Holloway University
of London; then there were celebrations at the University of
Southampton. The University of Stirling worked collaboratively
with the Universities of London, Southampton, Kent, Royal
Holloway, and Oxford on the October events, but held a separate
celebratory event at the campus in Stirling, Scotland, in May 2014.
Their event, “Arrow of God at 50: A Celebration of the Life and
Work of Chinua Achebe” attracted staff, students, and members of
the local community. During the festivities, a seminar on Arrow of
God was led by University of Stirling alumnus Dr. Mpalive Msiska;
with a discussion that was chaired by Professor Emerita Angela
Smith. Other participants included Mara Menzies, Dr. John
McCracken and James Currey. Audience members were invited to
a reception following the event, and to view their Achebe exhibition
before the official launch of the university’s “House of Words”
initiative—a celebration of writers connected to the University of
Stirling. According to the organizers of the event, my father is the
first writer to be celebrated in this way at the University of Stirling.”
Then there was the University of London’s “Celebrating the Legacy
of Chinua Achebe: Arrow of God at 50,” on October 24 to 25%.
Billed as an international conference to commemorate Chinua
Achebe’s work and influence, and to mark the 50th anniversary of
the publication of Arrow of God, the featured speakers included
Akachi Ezeigbo, Harry Garuba, Simon Gikandi, T. Vijay Kumar,
Okey Ndibe, and Femi Osofisan (who presented a dramatization of
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Arrow of God). There were a series of panels which addressed,
“4rrow of God reconsidered”; “Achebe’s influence”; “translating
Achebe”; “Achebe and postcolonial studies”; “the global reception
of Arrow of God”; “Arrow of God, trauma and ecology”; and
“African writing post-Achebe.” They began their celebrations with
a pre-conference seminar, and presentation of awards to the winners
of the Arrow of God writing competition. They also had a panel on
contexts for reading and teaching Arrow of God. The main
conference was held in Beveridge Hall, with a welcome address by
Alastair Niven and my brother, Chidi Achebe, followed by the first
keynote.2* Our heartfelt thanks goes out the conference Organizing
Committee: Alastair Niven (Chair); Dr. Kai Easton (SOAS), Ms.
Suzie Huggins (Stirling); Professor Lyn Innes (Kent); Dr. Madhu
Krishnan (Bristol); Dr. Mark Mathuray (Royal Holloway);
Professor Stephen Morton (Southampton); Dr. Mpalive Msiska
(Birkbeck); Dr. Zoe Norridge (Kings College London); Dr. Ranka
Primorac (Southampton); Dr. Wim Van Mierlo (Institute of English
Studies).

The continent of Asia was not to be left out in these gifts of
remembrance. In addition to the Maharaja Sayajirao University of
Baroda, Vadodara seminar, there was the Arrow of God conference
at Osmania University in Hyderabad, Andhra Pradesh, India; and a
seminar organized by the literary journal Ekobingsho at Dhaka
University in Bangladesh on December 7, 2014.* Many thanks go
to Drs. Kahliquzzaman M. Elias and Kajol Banerjee, for organizing
these celebrations, which served as a befitting end to a “long
journey” of tributes organized to recognize the golden jubilee of my
father’s Arrow of God.

My people, the Igbo, have a saying that a friend is like a water
source for a long journey. I embarked on this journey of thanks for
the gift of remembrance amongst friends, so permit me, my friends,
to leave you with another fable, this time from the Akan people of
Ghana that speaks to the importance of sharing knowledge, in
essence, the presumed outcome of all the commemorative events
that were staged to celebrate the 50" year of my father’s 4rrow of
God.

A long time ago, Anansi the spider, had all the knowledge in the
world stored in a huge pot. Nyame, the sky god, had given it to him,
and instructed him to share it with everyone. Every day, Anansi
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looked in the pot, and learned different things. The pot was full of
wonderful ideas and skills. Anansi greedily thought, “I will not share
the treasure of knowledge with everyone. I will keep it all to
myself.” So, Anansi decided to hide the knowledge on top of a tall
tree. He took some vines, made a strong string, and tied it firmly
around the pot. He then tied the other end around his waist so that
the pot hung in front of him. He started to climb the tree. He
struggled, because the pot of wisdom kept getting in his way.
Anansi's son watched in fascination as his father struggled up the
tree. Finally, he called out to his father “If you tie the pot to your
back, it will be easier to cling to the tree and climb.” Anansi tied the
pot to his back, and continued to climb the tree, this time with much
more ease than before. When Anansi got to the top of the tree, he
became angry. “A young one with some common sense knows more
than I, who has the pot of knowledge!” In anger, Anansi threw down
the pot. It broke, and pieces of knowledge flew in every direction.
People found the bits scattered everywhere, and if they wanted to,
they could take some home to their families and friends. That is why,
to this day, no one person has ALL the world's knowledge. People
everywhere share small pieces of it whenever they exchange ideas.?

Thank you, global friends for exchanging your ideas and sharing
your knowledge; thank you all for your precious gift of
remembering my father’s legacy, and his third and important novel,
Arrow of God. We remain eternally grateful.
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