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Two poems by D. A. Obasa
With English translations by Akintunde Akinyemi

A brief note on the translation

Many words in Yoruba frustrate trans-lingual transportation by the sheer complex-
ity of their polysemic range. Such words are so culture-bound that they do not trans-
late easily to English, especially when their metaphysical polyvalence in Yoruba has
no equivalent in English. Therefore, my translation of Qbasa’s poems in the appen-
dices below yields place to mediation, as I am constrained to try out or devise a series
of strategies of transposition and transference, which in the words of Qsundare!
leads to ‘kiss and quarrel’ between the concerned languages. According to him,
when two languages meet, they achieve a tacit understanding on the common
grounds of similarity and convergence, then negotiate, often through strident
rivalry and self-preserving altercations, their areas of dissimilarity and divergence.
Translation, in the context of what I present below, means literally ‘carrying
across’, and this implies all other forms that carry the prefix frans-. It also means
not only transportation or transmission but also transformation and transmutation,
for all these activities take place when translating literary material in an African lan-
guage to the English language. My approach to the notion of translation should be
seen first in the orthodox sense as the linguistic operation that consists in transport-
ing meaning from one language to another. However, as Anuradha Dingwaney
points out,? if translation is one of the primary means by which texts produced in
one or another indigenous language of the various countries arbitrarily grouped
together under the label “Third’, or non-Western, World are made available in
Western, metropolitan languages, this is not restricted to such linguistic transfer
alone. For Dingwaney, ‘translation is also the vehicle’ through which ‘Third
World cultures (are made to) travel — transported or “borne across” to and recuper-
ated by audiences in the West’.3 However, translators should be cautious when using
Western-oriented, linguistic-based translation theories because some of them are
not wholly applicable or relevant to texts in indigenous Yoruba because of the multi-
plicity of meanings usually attached to specific words in the language. The major
weakness of some of these theories is that they do not take into consideration under-
lying socio-cultural factors in works produced by Africans. A consideration of these
factors in African literature will produce what Kwame Appiah has called ‘thick
translation’ and which he defines as ‘a translation that seeks ... to locate the text
in a rich cultural and linguistic context ... A description of the context of literary

ISee N. Osundare (2000) ‘Yoruba thoughts, English words: a poet’s journey through the tunnel
of two languages’ in S. Brown (ed.), Kiss and Quarrel: Yoruba | English strategies of mediation.
Birmingham University African Studies Series 5. Birmingham: Centre of West African Studies,
University of Birmingham, p. 15.

2A. Dingwaney (1995) ‘Introduction’ in A. Dingwaney and C. Maier (eds), Between Languages
an}d Cultures: translation and cross cultural texts. Pittsburgh PA: University of Pittsburgh.

“Ibid.: 4.
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production, a translation that draws on and creates that sort of understanding,
meets the need to challenge ourselves ... to go further, to undertake the harder
project of a genuinely informed respect for others.”

Consequently, my translation below sets out to capture the spirit and depth of
Obasa’s poetry in English by striking a compromise between a literal and a liter-
ary translation. My intention was to produce an English text that will be enjoyable
and accessible to a diverse audience, including but not limited to students and
scholars of African linguistics, sociology, anthropology, history, political
science, religion and folklore. Precedence was thus given to accuracy, clarity, sim-
plicity, effectiveness and faithfulness in my translation.

To conclude, I would like to make one quick clarification: Qbasa’s original
text are long continuous sequences of lines, but the division into stanzas (and
also the spacing between the Yoruba lines) was not the literary/aesthetic choice
of the poet — but rather my addition to present the Yoruba and English together
and make them accessible to readers of both languages.

Ikini [Homage/Greetings]

Ago o! Ago ol! Ago ol!! Homage! Homage!! Homage!!!

Onilé mo kago, I pay necessary homage to the homeowner

Ki n té wolé. Before I enter.

Ewure wolé ko kago, A goat that enters the house without paying homage,

Ni won ba mii un so; Opens itself to entrapment [or leashing or tethering to
the post]; 5

Aguitan wolé ko kago, A sheep that enters the house without paying homage,

Ni won bd mii un so, Opens itself to entrapment [or leashing or tethering to
the post],

A:gbd t’0 wolé ti ko kago Any adult who enters the house without paying homage

O di mimu so! Opens him- or herself to entrapment [or leashing or
tethering to the post]!

Onilé ni: ‘Wo ta ha nu-un?’  The homeowner says: “Who is that?’ 10

Oibé ni, ‘Who is that?’ The white man says, ‘Who is that?’

Eko ni, “Iwo ta ni yen?’ The Lagos-Yoruba speakers say in Lagos dialect,’

‘Who is that?’

“K. A. Appiah (1993) ‘Thick translation’, Callaloo 16 (4): 808-19; quote from pp. 817—18.

>Yoruba is a tonal language, which belongs to the Kwa family within the Niger-Congo phylum
of African languages. The speakers occupy south-western Nigeria and can be found elsewhere — in
the Republic of Benin and Togo in West Africa and, as members of the African diaspora, in the
Americas. Speakers of the language are divided into many sub-ethnic groups, each with its own
peculiar dialect. According to Sope Oyelaran, the dialects of the Yoruba can be classified as
follows: West Yoruba (Qyo, ibadan, Egba, Ohor1 Ifohln Saki, IJIO Kétu, Sabe, Benin, If¢
(Togo), Idde Manigi); South East Yoruba (Ondo, Owo Tjebu, ikale, Hdle) Central Yoruba
(T1¢-Ife, Tjesa, Ekm) and Northern Eastern Yoruba (Igbomma Kakanda, 1bolo, Jumu, Bunu,
Oworo, Owe, Egbe) (O. O. Oyelaran (1978) ‘Linguistic speculations on Yoruba history’ in
0. O. Oyelaran (ed.), Department of African Languages and Literatures Seminar Series I lle-
Ife, Nigeria: University of 1f¢). This classification, according to Lawrence Olufemi Adewole, is
referred to as a ‘dialect continuum’ because the dialects are characterized by a high degree of
mutual intelligibility which diminishes with territorial distance (L. O. Adewole (1987) The
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‘Iwo omo lési yen wa?’
Egba ni, ‘Lé é iyen?’

Tjebu ni, ‘Lés’oun wa?’
Tjesa ni, ‘Iwo yési?’

Ifé ni, ‘Iwo yesi ré ni?’
Oyo ni, ‘Iwo ta’a ni i ni?’

Egun ni, ‘Ménuwe?’
Hausa ni, ‘Wo ni ni?’
Ibadan ni, ‘Iwo ta nu-un?’

Oru ko m’olowo,

L6 da fun ‘Wo ta ha ni-un?’

Mo ni, ‘Bi e ko ri mi,

E ko mo’ni?

Bi e ko m’Osa,

E ko j'ivo lobe?

Igha t’e e ko mo mi,

E ko gbohun mi?

Emi I’ Akowé Akéwi,
Emi I’ Akéwi Akowé.

Bi mo ti n ké kiké

Beé¢ naa ni mo n ko kiko!
Emi a si mda 1 I'6tite.
Tkéwi mi ko jo t’ard oko,

I:kéwi mi ko jo t’agbe;

Eka ti mo ba ka ti ko ba peé,
K’egbé 6 bo mi laso

E si gba mi ni fila.

At’aso ati fila,

Akintunde Akinyemi

‘Whose child is that?’ .

The Egba-Yoruba speakers say in Egba dialect, “Who
is that?’ .

The Ijébu-Yoruba speakers say in Ijebu dialect, ‘Who
is that?’ 15

The jésa-Yoruba speakers say in Ijésa dialect, “Who is
that?’

The Ifé-Yoruba speakers say in If¢ dialect, ‘Who is that?’

The Oyo-Yoruba speakers say in Qyo dialect, “Who is
that?

The Eguin® speakers say in their language, ‘Who is that?’

The Hausa’ speakers say in their language, ‘Who is
that?’ 20

The ibadan-Yoruba speakers say in ibadan dialect,
‘Who is that?’

Darkness is no respecter of anybody,

Hence, we ask for the identity of people we meet in
darkness.

I ask, must you see people face to face

To recognize them? 25

Even if you’ve not been to the sea,

Have you not tasted salt?

If you do not know me in person,

Can’t you recognize my voice?

I am the (oral) poet’s scribe, 30

I am the literate poet;

As I chant what is to be chanted

I also write what is to be written

And I print what is to be printed

My poetry is not like that of the poets domiciled in the
countryside 35

My poetry is not like that of the farmer turned poet?
If my rendition is incomplete

Other poets should strip me naked in public

And take away my cap.

Both clothes and cap 40

Yoruba Language: published works and doctoral dissertations 1843—1986. Hamburg: Helmut Buske
Verlag, p. 11). As one moves from one end of the continuum to the other, some phonological,
lexical and even grammatical differences can be found in the dialects. Thanks to the missionaries
and a formal school system, a ‘Standard Yoruba’ language that everyone can understand emerged
as a written language during the second half of the nineteenth century.

SEgun language is spoken in Porto Novo, the Republic of Benin. However, a number of speakers
of the language live and work in Lagos State. So, the language is used in Nigeria regularly.

"Hausa language is spoken in Northern Nigeria and several other West African countries.
Hausa speakers in Nigeria are itinerant traders found throughout the country.

8In lines 35 and 36, Qbasa creates an image of himself as a town-based, learned intellectual
whose poetic creation (he assumes) is better and superior to those of the countryside-based indi-
genous oral poets. Here we can see the town—countryside polarity, where a city- or town-based
person thinks the countryside bumpkin is an ignoramus.
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Boya won a p’egbad merin, May not fetch even two shillings

E 6 r’thun pin fun moriwo.
Mo jiiba Badlé ilé,
Mo jiba Atelé ilé.

Ojui ki i r’arewa ké ma ki i!

Gbogbo yin ni mo ki,
"Mi ko I'6lodi kan!

B’ékolo ba juba, ile a la’nu;

I:bd ti mo ji’'un t'Ogda mi ni:

Ogbeni G. A. Williams
onintiure!

Editor agba n’1é-Eké —
Oun I’Qgdd mi.

Oore t’0 se fiin mi,

N ko ni i ghaghé laélaé;
Oun 1’6 ko mi n’ise,

Ti mo fi n jeun:

Ni mo fi joyé Editor,

S’llé Ibadan Mesi Qgo.
Qgaa mi d’ertl, 6 rorun —
Orun Aldkeji, Arémdabo!

:Orun rere, Orun rere!!
Orun rere ni t’oninture!!!
E ko i mo mi?

Ojit mi jo t’alejo ndan?
Eni ti ko m’Okun, m’Osa,

K’6 bojui orun wo.

E se mi ni, Péle,

A tiri'ra ko to’jo meta?
Alaafia ki e wa bi?

Ara yin ko le bi?

Awon iyawé i ko?
Awon omodé i ko?
Esin ko n j'oko bi?

Ko s°0hun t6 dun I’Ey9,
Bii k’a ji k’ara 6 le!

To be shared by the initiates®

I pay homage to all compound heads here present.

I pay homage to their assistants.

No one ignores a beautiful or handsome person! 45

I greet you all,

Without any exception!

If the earthworm pays homage, the ground will split
asunder;

That homage is for my boss:

Mr G. A. Williams, the good man! 50

The renowned editor in Lagos —

He is my boss.

His good intention towards me,

I cannot forget, never;

He taught me the art [of the printing press], 55

That I live on today.

In my present position as the Editor [of the Yoruba
News]

In Ibadan, the great city.

My boss has passed on —

To heaven, never to return here again! 60

Rest in peace!!

Peaceful rest is the reward of the good person!!!

You still don’t recognize me?

Do I look like a visitor or a guest?

Those who have not been to either the sea or the
ocean 65

Should look up into the sky.

Say hello to me.

It’s been a long time.

Hope you are doing well?

Is everything alright? 70

How about your wife?

How about your children?

Is the horse grazing?!®

The Eyo-Yoruba say,

Health is wealth! 75

Lines 37-42 are a well-known saying common among oral poets of many genres to challenge
members of their audience not to be afraid to expose their (the poet’s) inadequacies during the
performance, if they notice any. For more information, see Oludare Olajubu (1978), ‘The
Yoruba oral artists and their work” in Oyelaran (op. cit.).

'0This is a form of greeting mostly used for the kings, chiefs and war leaders in precolonial
Yoruba society. During that time, these individuals owned horses as a form of transportation.
Every day, each patron’s domestic staff would take the horse of the master out to graze, and to
‘show’ the generality of the people that the patron is well and healthy.
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A ki ije m’Orisa n’iyi,

A ki’yawd ko je,

A fun un l6wé, 6 gbowd lo.
Omodé ti ko k’aaare,
Sisinmi 16 n sinmi.

Eni ti ko ki’'ni ‘Kii abo’,

O padani, “O kit ilé’.

B’éniyan ko ki'ni kit ijoko,

Kiki Olorun ju t’igha éniyan
lo.

B’ilé lo ba wa o w’ode

Bi yara I’o ba wa, o w’odede;

B’ehinkulé I’o ba wa,

O w’okankan ilé.

A-pe-é-je

Njo bi oku orun!

E ba se mi ni, ‘Péle,

Maa wole, maa rora.’

Mo dé o! Mo dé o!! Mo dé
o!lll.

Mo dé were bi eji ale,

Mo dé kesi bi eji awiiro;

Mo dé paa-paa-pa bi eji
iyaleta!

‘O ko’se re dé,” enuni i yo 'ni,

Njé mo ki gbogbo yin,

E ku awuro, e ku ojtimo;

E kit inawé and,

A ki i ki'ni ‘Ku ijeta’.

Akintunde Akinyemi

The dignity of the deity is in its unresponsiveness to
greetings.!!

The bride that refuses to acknowledge our greetings

Takes our money and disappears.

A child that is not lazy

Will have enough rest later in life 80

Whoever forgets to say, ‘Welcome’,

Should not expect the person coming in to say ‘I'm
happy to be back home’

People may not exchange pleasantries with us while we
are seated,

Our contentment should be in God-given good health,

If you are home, look outside. 85

If you are in the room, look at the corridor or the
passageway.

If you are at the backyard,

Look at the entrance to the house.

To fail to respond to calls

Is to pretend to be dead. 90

Say ‘Hello, welcome’ to me.
‘Watch your steps’
Here I am! Here I am !! Here I am!!!

I have come unexpectedly as the late night rain.
I have come unannounced as the early morning rain.
95

I have come speedily like the midday rain.

‘Here you go again’ indicates one’s displeasure to
another person.
I offer my greetings to you all.
Good morning; and, have a good day
I appreciate your generous expenditure of the past day.
100

You do not offer greetings past the second day.!?

Alaseju [One Who Acts in Excess]

Alaseju! Alasesa!

Alaseju, Alasete;

The-one-who-acts-in-excess! Is the one-who-
commands-no-respect!

The-one-who-acts-in-excess! Is the one-who-easily-
gets-humiliated!

""This refers to the carved image of a deity, god or goddess (the drisd) that has human features
such as eyes and ears but is unable to use them as humans do.

'2That is, we should know that everything has a limit, so we should know when to stop whatever
we are doing or are involved in: i.e., learn to leave the stage when the ovation is loudest.
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Alaseju, Alasebo
Alaseju, pere nii te!
Esuri s ‘aseju,

O té lowo oniydn!
"Un 6 gbé e rébété

Nii fi i kan pon-un.
Alawose Imale, a b’ori kénkeé!

A-se-ko-si-ni, Imale Adodo —

O ni, ‘Bi won ko dunbu omi,
Oun ko nii mu!

Bi won ko dunbii eja,

Oun ko nii je!

A-se-ko-sui-ni, omo,

O fo kengbé tan,

O r’Aafin ré i gb’énise wa!
Bee, egbervin I’Emese n gba,
N’ijo alayé ti dayé!

Owdé kéngbé nko?

Kékeré won

Ko ju’gbiwé lo;

B0 ba san die,

A d’oroodimrin;

Eyi 1’6 tobi i'nit won,

Nii pé rinwo:

Agbéfeya, Gbérami,

Awon nii t6 éedégbeta;
Alaseju n r’oko éte!
Borokinni aseju,
Oko-olowo,

Nii m’omo lo.

Olorun Koko-yi-biri
"Un nda nii foju aldseju
B’omi gbigbona!

A Yoruba poet and activist 21

The-one-who-acts-in-excess! Is the one-who-
oversteps-his/her-bounds!

The-one-who-acts-in-excess! Is the one-who-easily-
gets-disgraced!

The yellow yam acted in excess, 5

It cannot be used to make pounded yam!!3

In the carver’s good intention to perfect a carved
object

The object may be broken when least expected, if care
is not taken.

The passive Muslim (woman) leaves her head covered
partially!

The Muslim who wants to test other people’s
patience — 10

Refuses to drink water

Until the Islamic confession of allegiance is said!!*
(She) may also refuse to eat fish

Until the Islamic prayers are said!

It is the child who wants to test one’s patience 15

That will smash the gourd,

And still come home with the king’s palace sheriff!
Knowing well that the sheriff charges a thousand!
That is the tradition!

Who then pays for the gourd itself? 20

The smaller ones

Cost about two hundred cowries;

If it is a little bigger,

It costs three hundred;

The biggest gourd, 25

Costs four hundred:

The exceptionally big one, that requires other
people’s assistance to lift to one’s head,

Costs as much as five hundred.

Those who act in excess can be easily disgraced!

Noble persons who act in excess, 30

Will not only ruin their wealth,

But will also make their offspring look for loans to
survive.

The-incontrollable-God,

Is the only one who can control —

Those who act in excess, 35

Bpounded yam is made from cooked or boiled yam that is pounded in a mortar with a pestle to
produce a smooth paste that is eaten with cooked stew. Only very few types of yam are useful for
making good pounded yam, and the yellow yam is not one of them.

This confession of allegiance, known in Islamic tenets as ‘Shadahah’, is usually said to Allah
and Mohammad his messenger before initiating anything like eating, drinking, meeting, etc.
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Eni t’6 ba wu Koko-yi-biri,
Oun nii f’oré

Alaseju 1é lowo.

A ni k’eri k’°6 na ertl,
K’omo k’6 n’omo;

Ki taldka k’6 na talika,
K’6lowé k’6 n’olowo,
K’0ba k’6 na’ra won.

Sé Kokoyi naa 6 yan,
Oba Geesi —

Pé k’6 maa f oju awon
Alaseju b’omi gbighona?
Ki won ba je k’ayé mi!
Oba Jamani —

Oun I'aldsejn, oun I'oyaji!

T°6 ni oun 6 se bi

Oba Napo, Nagiri Napoleon
Oba na ’koko, na ‘saasun;
Oba n’awo-n’¢gberi,

Oba n’éso-n’eso,

Oba n’oloégun-n’ol6égun,
Odindi odun mefa sau,
"Un 1’6 gbé I’ewon.
Oba Geesi ni Sen-Teli

St. Helina
Sen Teli ewo nu-un?

Sen Teli ti i be

L’6ri omi okun réré-ré!

Ohun t’6jii Napo ri,

Ko le ro ¢ tan laélaé.

Ojui e ri dudu, oju ’e ri pupa,

Oju ¢ r’ayinrin,
Oju ¢ ri rakorako:

Akintunde Akinyemi

Whatever pleases the incontrollable-God —

Is what He does

With the one-who-acts-in-excess.

He may use one slave to discipline another,

He may use one freeborn to discipline another; 40

He may use one poor person to discipline another,
He may use one wealthy person to discipline another,
He may use one king to discipline another.

It is this incontrollable-God,

Who chose the British king — 45

And empowered him

To discipline those who act in excess.

So that peace would reign globally!

The German ruler —

Acted in excess, and did not respect constituted
authority. 50

He wanted to be like

King Napoleon,!>

The king who brutalized old and young,

He brutalized the wealthy and the poor,

He brutalized military leaders, 55

He brutalized warriors and soldiers,
He spent six full years

In prison.

The British king at St Helena

‘Which St Helena? 60

The St Helena

Across the ocean!

Napoleon may not be able to recount,

All that he went through.

He suffered until his eyes turned red, and turned
black, 65

His eyes turned glossy light-blue,!©
And humiliated,

3The poetic ingenuity in his punning on the name of King Napoleon to create comic effect in

lines 52—6 is more alive in the Yoruba original than in the English translation. In the original, Qba
napo, nagiri Napoleon | oba na ’koko, na ’saasin | oba n’awo-n’eégberi | oba n’éso-n’éso’ | oba
n’oloégun-n’ol66gun, Obasa manipulates two features of Yoruba oral literature, wordplay and
euphemism. He is punning on the verb na (to beat) in Yoruba and the first syllable of the name
Napoleon to describe how King Napoleon brutalized everybody — the rich, the poor, the old
and the young — during his reign. This punning on the name Napoleon is a confirmation of
Ruth Finnegan’s observation that ‘names contribute to the literary flavour of formal and informal
conversation, adding a depth or succinctness through their meanings, overtones, or metaphors.
They [names] can also play a direct literary role’ (R. Finnegan (1970) African Oral Literature.
Nairobi: Oxford University Press, p. 427).

1The expression in lines 65-6 that Napoleon’s eyes ‘turned red ... black ... and glossy light-
blue’ means that he suffered greatly while in prison.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972017000031 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972017000031

A Yoruba poet and activist 23

Napé 1’6 m’ese re’be,

"Un 1’6 m’ori re’lé,

Oba Geesi, Qba tii f’oba je.

Oba Geéesi, Oun naa nii [ ojt,

Alaseji b’omi gbigbona.

Eftnfu gb’6logi lo

T oniyefun d’égbé yan-an-ydn-
an!

Ojiji oba Geési,

T°6 gbé Napo re Sen-Téli,

"Un nda 16 gbé Qba Jamani,

Wiileemu Keji lo yan-an-yan-
an,

Ni Wuleemu lo sapamo,

Sdabé iboorun oba Holandi —

Wilhemina Qba obinrin

Ni Holandi: owo re o!

Wileemu Keji, Oba Jamani! —

Sisa t’6 o sa un,

O ko s’ayé ire!

O ta’fa n’itafa;

O ta’fa sokeé tan,

O yi'dé b’ori!

Sisa t’6 o sa un,

O ko s’ayé ire!

0O 0 ba mo, o ko sq,

K’6 o wa foju rinji

Gbogbo omoriwo,

Ko ma ma s’ibi t’6 gba o,

Afi Sen-Téli.

Ldbe asia nla t’Oba Geesi,
Tii f ojii awon

Alaseju b’omi gbighodna.
Oba Koko-yi-biri

K0 b’enikan ni’se ipa,
T’inut kaluku ni won n se.
Awon Maadi:

Won ko d’6ko elomii ri:
Won ni ko tun si oko mo,
T’6 to ti Baba awon!
Aimokan, daimokan,

Nii mu ekuté ilé

Napoleon went there (the prison) as a powerful and
strong man,

But was thoroughly humiliated and cut down to size.

The British king, king who installs other kings. 70

This same British king,

Subdued all those who acted in excess.

If noble figures (like Napoleon) are being humiliated,

The generality of the people in the society should take
extra caution!

The authority with which the British king, 75

Sent Napoleon to St Helena;
Is what he (the British king) also used,
To subdue William II, the German leader.

And, William went into exile,
He ran to the Queen in Holland for protection — 80

Queen Wilhelmina

In Holland: I fear you!

William II, German leader!

Your exile,

Is a disgrace! 85

You misbehaved;

And misruled,

Only to go into exile!

Your exile,

Is a disgrace! 90

You need not have gone into exile,

You should have faced

The consequences of your actions;

If you had stayed back to face the consequence
of your actions,

You would not have had any safe haven, other than
St Helena. 95

Under the control of the British monarchy

The king who disciplines

Those who act in excess

The incontrollable-king,

He did not compel others to do anything. 100

Everyone is allowed to live as freeborn.

The Mahdis

Who have not been to other people’s farmland
Claimed no other farmland

Is bigger than their father’s!” 105
Due to lack of knowledge and understanding,
The house rat

7Lines 104-7 are used as an analogy to describe the ignorance of the Mahdis.
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P’ologho n’ija,
Alaseju l’aja-kaja
Ti n lépa ekun.
Egbé: Aja t’6 h lépa ekun,
iyt_mu, ni n wa;
I;yqnu, Iyonu,
Iyonu, ni i wa.
Alaseju ’eni t’6 jeun yo tan,
Ti n wa wahala kiri.
Iye ti y60 1, y60 po ju
Iye ti 6 n wa kiri lo.
Alaseju, Alasete!

Oun [’eni t'6 fe sisin ki,

Tin f’owo ra’mi.

Ldi I'ota, ldi I'et,

Lai I’Awooda ( Machine gun)

Maadi pe Kisina n’ija ( Lord
Kitchener)

Kisina, olori-ogun Oba Geesi.

Maadi gboji I'60guin

O s’omo djé n’ikod;

Maadi gboju I’esin,

Rakunmi, t’oun t’tbaaka;

Opolopo of t’oun 19k,

Ta ni mo gadari bi egbad oke

Opolopd ibon “sakabula!
Bi ‘sakabula pegbaad-gbéje,
Poroporo oka ni won

Léji awooda!

Atidiki ni baba ibon —
K’a téo won’ka meta etu,
K’a to k’eyo ota elégéé!
K’a t6 faje si i,

K'a 16 f'opa yo,
K’a to gun susu,

Akintunde Akinyemi

Provokes the cat to a fight;
The useless dog acts in excess
And, provokes the leopard to a fight. 110

Chorus: The dog that provokes the leopard,
Is looking for trouble;
A lot of trouble,
(The dog) looking for trouble.
The one who picks a quarrel 115

Intentionally with others,

May end up being beaten,

Ridiculed, and humiliated.

The one who acts in excess, is the one-who-easily-
gets-humiliated.

Is like the one who brings on a sneeze 120
By tickling his or her own nose!$

Without arms and ammunition,

Without the machine gun,

The Mahdis challenged Lord Kitchener to a fight;

Kitchener the British war commander. 125
The Mahdis trusted their ability,

They trusted their war tactics,

They trusted their chariots,

They trusted their camels,

Their many swords and spears, 130

Who can saddle a horse perfectly to carry 2,000 sacks
or bags of load?!?

Many shotguns!

Even 1,000 shotguns in seven places,’

Are no more than ordinary cornstalk

When compared to the machine gun! 135

The machine gun is superior to the shotgun —

By the time you add three measures of gunpowder to
load a shotgun,

And add pieces of bullet,

And add the tinder!

And ensure that the measurement is correct 140
And press everything together with the measuring rod,

3To refer to a person as someone bringing up a sneeze by tickling the nose means that the

person is picking a needless quarrel.

19We are not unaware of the ambiguity in eghdd oké, which could be translated as either 2,000 x
20,000’ or ‘2,000 sacks or bags’. Egbad in Yoruba numerals is the equivalent of 2,000, but oke
could refer to either the numeral 20,000 in Yoruba or a sack or bag of cowries. In precolonial
times, when cowries were used as a form of currency or exchange for buying and selling, one
sack or bag (oke) contained 20,000 pieces of cowry shells.

According to Abraham, this is an imaginary numeral to express the idea of many
(R. C. Abraham (1958), Dictionary of Modern Yoruba. London: University of London Press,

p. 178).
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K’a t6 foju iki ibon,
K’a 16 bere se-e!

K’a t6 na’'wo yin in,
K’6 t6 ‘saka’, eni,
K6 t6 ‘sakd’, éji,
K’6 t6 ‘saka’, eéta,
K’6 t6 ‘gbula-aa’!

B’6 ba kun rere, lakulaku
A rin egbérin ighonwo,
Atidiki i rin ibiiso méji.

Ibon soja kookan,

Ti fohun n’igha igha

Ki sakabula to lé

Fohun [’éékansoso!

Ki sakabula té pa mefa,
Atidiki ti pa irinwé
L’apafon yan-an-yan-an;
Soja omo-ogun 0ibo —
Kiki atamatasé.

Egbé: B’6 durd, a yinbon

B’6 bere, a yinbon,

B’6 dobale, a yinbon,

Idaomi okunrin,

I:dc‘l@mi ni,

Idaomi okunrin,
Asehinwa, aséhinbo,
Kisina, ogagun QOba Geesi,
"Un 1’6 t’oju oni-Maadi
Alaseji b’omi gbighéna
Oun 1’6 ran Aafaa Maadi!
Lo s’orun ¢san gangan.
Malam Saidi Ibin Hayati —
O I’éun 6 se bi Maadi!
Aafaa Saidi omo Hayani.
O ma ma Ié ydji?

O 'aseji Iowd jojo!
O farugogo fa ohun
Ti owo re ko to?

25

A Yoruba poet and activist

And clean the firing spot of the gun,
By the time you aim at the person to be shot,
And you take a shot,

And, remember, we may misfire the first time,

Misfire the second time,

Misfire the third time,

Before it will fire up eventually, making a killing
sound!

If it (the shotgun) is well loaded,

It may kill someone as far as 800 metres arms-lengths
(away from the shooter),

Whereas the machine gun can kill a target as far away
as 2 miles.

The military gun,

That sounds two hundred times,

Before the shotgun

Will sound just once.

Before a shotgun will kill six,

The machine guns would have killed 400;
I mean kill them, dead, gone forever.
Soldiers, warriors of the Europeans —

They are all good marksmen, sharpshooters.
Chorus: Even while standing, she/he is shooting,
Even while stooping, she/he is shooting,
Even while lying face down, she/he is
shooting,
Great Dahomean male-warriors,

Are Dahomeans,

Great Dahomean male-warriors.
At long last,
Lord Kitchener, the British war commander,
Humiliated the Mahdis,

The ones who act in excess.

He sent the Mahdis

To their early grave.

Mallam Shaykh Sai’d Bin Hayyat —2!

Also wanted to replicate what the Mahdis did!
Alfa Sai’d the son of Hayyat.

Is this not waywardness?

You are too wayward!

You are trying something

That is out of your reach.

145

150

155

160

165

170

175

2IShaykh Sai’d Hayyat (1887-1978) was a Mahdiyya follower in Northern Nigeria. He fought a
religious war during his lifetime, but was defeated by the government. For more information on
Shaykh Sai’d Hayyat, see A. G. Saeed (1992) ‘A biographical study of Shaykh Sai’d Hayyat (1887—
1978) and the British policy towards the Mahdiyya in Northern Nigeria, 1900-1960’, unpublished
PhD thesis, Bayero University, Kano, Nigeria.
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Aja i sinwin ko mo 'na?

O gbojui gboya tan,

O wa n digun dite

N’[le Hatisa?

Ldbe asia Nla Qba Geesi —

Oba tii foba je:
Tii fi ojii awon oba
Alaseji bomi gbigbona!
Nje, sinkin, owo 1¢ 0,
Owo 1& 0, 6 d’'Ile Ida!
O dé’Ie Ida tan
O ko lo gbé je?
O tim di sinkim, 6 di jid
Nile Kamaru!
Egbe: Ogulutu bo sin’omi —
Talo
Ard ro 6 woowg
O b sinti omi — Talo
. Ard ro 0 woowo.
Eyin alaseju,
E ma ma se peéle:
Bowo Oba ba te yin
fpé sise ko ma ma si;
Ofin ko m’olowd,
E ma ma se pele.
Nitori ija esin!

22

Akintunde Akinyemi

You do not seem to know the limits of your power
and strength. 180

You are so bold

That you engage in civil disobedience,

Among the Hausa (in the northern part of Nigeria),

That is under the jurisdiction of the great ruler of
Britain —

The great king who installs other kings, 185

He is the one who can subdue other kings

Who act irresponsibly, and in excess of their power.

Now, you (Sai’d) have been arrested,

Arrested, and exiled in Iddah!?2

While in Iddah 190

You refused to obey instructions and directives.

You were transferred once again

To Kamaruland!??

Chorus: Fragment of an old mud wall drops in
water, and dissolves

You are subdued 195
You have been overpowered
You are subdued.

Those who act in excess,

You should be careful:

If you play into the king’s hand 200
There will be no room for clemency;

The law will not exempt the wealthy/rich,

Be careful,

Avoid a religious war!

The city of Iddah is located in present-day Niger State, north-central Nigeria.

2Kamaruland’, where Shaykh Sai’d Hayyat was exiled by the colonial government, may be
Kamaru town near Jos in present-day Plateau State, north-central Nigeria (Karin Barber, per-
sonal communication). A poem like this is further evidence of QObasa’s interest in social, religious,
political and economic events beyond Yorubaland.
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