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Preface

African literature written in Arabic has generated a lot of interests of late among
literary critics, Arabists, Islamists, Africanists, anthropologists, and historians. This
was the result of various discoveries of large bodies of Arabic manuscripts of African
authorship in a number of countries of sub-Saharan Africa. As part of this process, a
project to collect Arabic Manuscripts was launched in 1962, by the Institute of African
Studies of the University Of Ghana. Studies that were, subsequently, carried out on
them were mainly concerned with political and social history of that region, while the
intellectual and literary traditions were ignored, or perhaps, unseen.

This substantial body of literature, for the most part in Arabic but including also
works in Hausa and other West African languages in Arabic script from various part
of Ghana, has never caught the attention of Arab literary critics. This is, perhaps, due
to the fact that, the sub-region has been too far removed from the centers of Arabic
world and falls at the extreme edge of its civilization. Regarded as peripheral, this
aspect of Arabic literary works, particularly in Ghanaian scholarship, remains an
eternal other even among Ghanaian students and intellectuals; they exist but go
unnoticed and unattended. Thomas Hodgkin vividly painted a very accurate picture of

the situation when he wrote:

The extent of this isolation is evident from the fact that the average Ghanaian
university student will usually know something of the works of H. G. Wells or
Arnold Bennett, but is unlikely to know anything of the works of their approximate
contemporary, al-Hajj ‘Umar ibn Abi Bakr al-Salghawi. Yet al-Hajj ‘Umar’s
writings would seem to be at least as significant for an understanding of the recent
social history of Ghana as are the writings of Wells and Bennett for the social
history of Britain. (Hunwich, J. 1964, p-3)

iv




Furthermore, alhaj ‘Umar ibn Abi Bakr al-Salghawi may be considered as the first
Ghanaian writer and poet if a strictly geographical criterion for Ghanaian writing is
adopted (Priebe, R. 1988, p.7). This study is, therefore, aimed at exposing this ignored
portion of Ghanaian writings, and specifically, Ghanaian poetry written in Arabic, a
literary culture that has profoundly exhibited the intellectual capacity and scholarly
potency of a segment of 2 Ghanaian community whose affiliation to Islam dictated
their literary language, which they have continuously shown tremendous zeal to
master.

The study draws much motivation from both Ivor Wilks and Thomas Hodgkin who
were involved in the collection and analysis of the materials, in the light of which they
suggested interesting topics for further investigation using these Arabic manuscripts.
Their suggestions centered on the textual analysis of the writings in order to expose its
stylistic worth (Hodgkin, T. 1969, p.456). The study, therefore, intends to examine
poetic writings of Alhaj ‘Umar Abibakr al-Salghawi’s, a genre he, so profoundly, used
as a medium to communicate his ideas; surprisingly, these ideas are more on social
morals than it is of religious doctrines, contrary to the prevalent literary tradition in
the sub-region. He used the medium too, as a tool to record historic events,
particularly, British Colonization of the then Gold Coast, and also record one of the
fiercest ethnic battle the region has ever noticed: the civil war of Salaga. An aspect of
the thesis gives an historical overview of the introduction of Islam into Ghana and the
role of Alhaj Umar’s tribesmen, the Hausa, in its spread. The study consists of two
main parts, with each part further divided into chapters; first part, containing Chapters
One and Two, gives an historical overview of Arabic education in Ghana, while the
second part, Chapters Three, four and Five, looks at Alhaj Umar ibn abubakar and his

writings.




Chapter One, the Introduction, traces the coming of Islam into Ghana and the

operations of Hausa settlers as the major process of its spread. Chapter Two, covers

two sections; the first section gives a description, in broader historical context, of the

relevant growth of Islamic learning and the spread of Arabic literacy through the
traditional Arabic schools in Ghana. Colonialism and religion became the two most

powerful forces that influenced division of West African communities along cultural

and linguistic lines. While English, French and Portuguese seemed, basically, to have

been imposed on the communities through processes of colonization, Arabic remained

the only language spread through religion. (Owomoyela, O. 1979, p.23) So the second

section looks at the socio-political factors that influence Arabic learning and usage in

Ghana, with special attention to its social role in Ghanaian communities.

Chapter Three looks at the life and contribution of Alhaj ‘Umar to Arabic

knowledge in Ghana. This part is made up of two sections: first section looks at his

early life and education; second section discusses his Islamic activities and his

teaching career; while the last section analyzes his ideology and religious practices. It

includes the social impact of his teaching on the Kete-Krachie Zongo community, his

place of residence. LChapt‘éi"FOur contains a critical analysis of his themes, and the

social and poli;ibal fictors that engendered his choice of the subject matters. This

would be catried out abidtding to Arabic classical conventions which has been the

donﬁﬁant mode used by poéts of that region; while Chapter Five looks at his style and

the literary techniques he employs in his writings as well as the general structure of

his poems. Chapter Six contains the anthology of Alhaj Umar’s works that have been
copied from the friéfrusctipts, using the modern Arabic script. It contains twelve most

famous works of Aﬁiaj Umnar Kete-Kracliie, which form the basis of this thesis.
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SCHEME OF TRANSLITERATION

I=a’a 5="u 2="i p3 = t
| after a long vowel or wa & li = ° L = z
el = 3 i — ¢
< = b ¢ = gh
< = 1 b = f
< = th S = q
i = t & = k
z = j Jd = 1
C = h ¢ = m
T = kh o = n
2 = d -4 = h
3 = dh 5 long = a
J = r 3 indiphthong= w
J = z ¢ long= i
o = ] ¢ indiphthong= vy
o = sh - = u
U = S - = a
ua = d - - i

Notes:
1. The definite article al- is used before solar and lunar letters.

2. % at the end of words and names is not transliterated, eg. 3« (mudda).

3. A shadda( ) is represented by doubling the relevant letter.
4, Arabic and Hausa words transcribed into Latin characters are shown in italics.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The Spread of Islam in Ghana; the Role of Hausa Merchants.

The introduction of Islam into societies that now occupying modern Ghana, was
greatly linked with the dispersion of some enterprising African traders whose business
pursuit afforded them an additional benefit of adopting Islam from one trade partner
and then imparting it onto another. Mande traders of Mali, embraced Islam through
their trade dealings with the North African Arabs, then spread it along their trade
routes from the Sahel in the north, to the fringes of the forest in the south, from the
Atlantic Ocean in the west to Hausaland in the east. And from their association with
the people of Hausaland, they pass over the faith and trade to the latter, who joined the
trail and followed their footsteps.

Two dominant West African tribes could, then, be said to have greatly influenced
the penetration of Islam into Ghana, and for that matter, the literary traditions and
scholarship that came with it: the great family of Mande tribe, popularly called
Wangara in Ghana, and Hausa traders. The first were the initiators of the process of
Islamization among the pagan inhabitants of Volta Basin, which covers Burkina Faso,
Ghana, Togo, and Cote d’Ivoire, followed by Hausa people who played a subsidiary
but complementary role in this respect; and with time they overshadowed the
Wangaras in the actual Islamic propagation and teaching.! Their contribution to the

growth of Islamic learning and its spread among Ghanaian communities forms the

basis of this section.
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Hausa traders came into the scene in fifteenth century when Kola became the main
export product of the forest of the Ashanti kingdom to the people of Hausa and Bornu
in Nigeria. A decline in gold supply to the northern territories, caused by the
Portuguese control of the gold business in Ghanaian town of Elmina, saw a rise in
kola business, and actually reached its peak in the nineteenth century when goods sold
by Hausa tradesmen to the Ashanti was settled in Kola because of the Ashanti’s
diminishing sources of income which used to be slaves and gold. This period
witnessed chains of Hausa trade caravans plying north-eastern trade routes, from the
Middle Volta Basin.”

In fact, that wasn’t their first contact with the gold and Kola sources of the Ashanti
forest, there had already been a long-standing trade relation between Hausaland and
Gonja. The Kano chronicle relates of merchants from ‘Gwanja’ coming to Katsina in
13h century. This occurred long before Katsina emerged as one of the most important
commercial centers of the Sudan in the eighteenth century. According to the history of
Gonja, a market in Guipe, one of the nine divisional chiefdoms of Genja, was
established by Jakpa, a seventeenth-century ruler of Gonja, the purpose of which was
to strengthen the trade link between his kingdom and Hausaland. Jakpa may,
probably, be taking advantage of the Hausa’s strong taste for the red Kola whose
distribution seemed, almost exclusively, in the hands of Gonja merchants.’

It ie difficult to clearly establish the first Hausa settler to what now forms northern
region of Ghana, against claims made by Muslim groups, that their ancestors’
migration to that territory predates Jakpa’s conquest of that area.! What remains
certain is that, the area witnessed a large influx of Hausa settlers with the shift of Kola
market from Gbuipe to the new market of Salaga, which later developed into the

largest settlement of predominantly Hausa immigrants. The number of these
2




settlements swelled tremendously in 1874, with the break of Asante’s control of the
North. This facilitated a free flow of Muslim traders and immigrants into Kumasi and
the areas further south to the coastal towns. One British officer noted that, “No one
who has been for some years on the coast can fail to be struck by the increasing
Mohammedan infiltration.”

With the decline of trade in Salaga, as a result of the civil war of 1892, Hausa
traders move their trading and, of course, their settlements to the new emerging
trading towns, such as Kintampo and Kete-Krachie. And with the re-opening of trade
in Kumasi in 1896, after the destruction of Asante empire, more Hausa immigrants
moved into the Zongo, and joined their brothers who were already recruited by the
British colonialists to fight in their battles with the Asantes. The British became so
impressed with their fighting spirit that more Hausas were recruited and many of them
became permanent soldiers in the northern Gold Coast force. A British report states:
“ My observation of the Hausas lead me to believe that if fanatical they are faithful
and well behaved.......they are fierce and intractable in warfare and look in contempt
on Pagans.”6

So, Muslim immigrants, who were predominantly Hausa, established themselves
permanently in the towns, particularly Kumasi Zongo, where they acquired property,
and built houses. They soon dominated in those communities, economically and
politically and often control the fate of new migrants. With their wealth, Islamic
knowledge and orthodoxy, they earned some prestige and respect in the eyes of other
ethnic groups. They controlled many sectors of trade, open more Arabic schools and
built more houses. So that Hausa migrants became known as wealthy masugida and as
educated Muslims.” The whole community, led by the influential Hausas, became one

sacial unit bound by one common goal and aspiration, governed by the same Islamic
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institutions and principles: the central mosque, at which all Muslims congregate on
Fridays and on the major Islamic festival occasion. Their belief and commitment to
abide by these principles ensured their growth. They really grew, expanded and
brought more people under their fold until in 1927, they became the first community
to be governed under the rules of Islamic Law, under the emirate of Alhaj Salaw, a
Hausa, born in Yendi, of a Katsina Hausa father (actually born in Salaga) and a
Dagomba (royal) mother.®

Within other environments, particularly in the newly established market towns,
where Islam hasn’t yet been well established among the indigenous population, Hausa
settlements became the focus for Muslim presence and propaganda. So, with their
high degree of cultural unity through common commercial interest and network of
alliances based on kinship, marriage and Islam the community became rooted and
more stable. These communities maintain certain distance from the local pagans,
preferring to emphasize the particularity of their own customs and cultural practices,
thereby, retaining their ethnic identity. This process involved observing a strict
marriage restriction, and to the Hausa community, a strict adherence to the Islamic
content of their culture. This was the case in Muslim communities of Kete-Krachie,
Kintampo, Atebubu, and the surrounding towns, after the demise of Salaga. However,
in Dagomba, they were seen to have made a tremendous impact on the religious lives
of the natives, and above all, have contributed more than any other group to the
propagation of Islam in that kingdom.”

It becomes apparent then, that Islam has long been introduced in the northern
territory of Ghana by Muslim groups who claimed Hausa origin. Gonja tradition,
however, attributes it to one Muslim alim, called Muhammad al-Abyad of Be‘o in

whose hands Gonja king Jakpa converted to Islam. The same tradition, too, relates the
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institution of Islamic learning to the arrival of Mallam Chediya from a village near

Katsinan to Salaga.m In any case, long presence of Muslim communities in this

territory, suggests a tradition of Arabic scholarship has already been established and

some form of Islamic education instituted by the local Muslims, who in this area, were

made up of early Muslim people of Mande and Hausa origin on one hand, and

converts from slaves and rulers on the other. The following chapter considers the

introduction of this Islamic education and its form.
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. ibid., pp.69-79.
_ibid., 77-83. Masugida in Hausa means ‘landlords’ (sing. Maigida).

. Salaw was appointed to the position of Sarkin Zongo (head of Zongo community)

in 1919; worked as an officer in the British Administration, then chaired the first
tribunal set to run under Islamic Law. Born in Yendi, i,xfééstem\Dagomba,
schooled under al-Hajj Umar Krachie, later became kfibwledgeable in Islamic
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most dynamic ruler Zongo has ever had.

. N. Levtzion, op._ct. , pp.27-77.

10. alim in Arabic means, ‘a learned man’, the plural is ulama
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CHAPTER I

MUSLIM EDUCATION IN NINETEENTH CENTURY GHANA

I. Arabic Education and the Spread of Authorship

The coming of Islamic education into what forms Ghana State today could well be
likened to a spring, which flowed all the way from the Middle East, crossed the Red
Sea onto the Northern Africa, and then sloped down to West Africa, and finally
ending on Ghanaian coasts. In West Africa this process, perhaps, started around
seventh century or a little earlier when evidences of the use of Arabic language was
discovered in such towns as Awdaghast, Takrur, Ghana, Silla, and Kawkaw'. Kanem
made its mark in Islamic and Arabic learning, but, in fact, Timbuktu was outstanding
as an important center of Islamic literary activities. In the mid-seventeenth century,
Katsina also, grew as another center for Arabic learning and Islamic education. The
growth of the intellectual activities in this town, in particular, owed much of its
prestige from scholars of Timbuktu, who on their way from the pilgrimage to Mecca
stop over in Egypt for further Islamic instruction from such famous scholars as al-
Sayiti and al-Nuwayri. Having equipped themselves with the needed religious
sciences, they then continued their journey home through Katsina and Kano, where
some of them settle to teach. Particular mention must be made of Islamic scholars like
Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Karim al-Maghili of Tlemgen, a prominent Muslim juriconsult
during the reign of Muhammad Rumfa (c.1463-99), Aida-Ahmad al-Tazakhtt
(d.1529), Makhlif al-bilbali (d.1533), and Ahmad b.Umar b. Muhammad Aqit. ? They
had all contributed immensely in shaping the Islamic education in both Katsina and

Kano through their preaching and teaching. Works of Dan Marina ( Ibn al-Sabagh)
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and Muhammad b. Masanih (d.1667), a noted jurist and counselor of the sultan of
Katsina are few examples of Arabic literary products from which recent scholars like
Muhammad Bello always referred.

By the tradition of learning as practiced in Hausaland during those periods,
Chediya, a learned Muslim, whom Gonja tradition claimed to be the first Hausa to
have settled in the new market town of Salaga, must have continued with that tradition
in his new Ghanaian environment. Harat al- ‘alim, or Nguam mallam, ‘the learned
man’s quartet’, was a scholarly accolade, which came to be attached to Chediya’s new
community, where he built the first mosque of Salaga®. With his piety and educational
background in Islamic sciences, he must have offered Koranic lessons and instructions
in Islamic knowledge. Chediya’s compound formed what today may be referred as
kindergarten school, where Koran recitation and basic Arabic lessons, like alphabets
and numerals were taught to young children of school going age.

The formation of such schools usually begins from a father handing over his son to
a Mushim cleric in the village to be taught reading in the Koran. In Dagomba , for
instance, chiefs, after converting to Islam normally give their children out to a Hausa
Malam who would teach them reading in the Koran 4 In the northern region, like in
any part of West Africa, a man may send his son to some distant town to receive such
reading skill. Sometimes, an ambitious student from an impoverished family, in order
to continue with his studies, may place himself in ‘bondage’ to a teacher whereby he
assists the teacher on the farm or with such domestic works as carrying water,
chopping firewood, and the like, and in return, he was taught to recite the Koran by
rot. > This led to the formation of the Koran schools. Often, Islamic education stops

there, that is, after the student has attain the age of 15, when he would have acquired

basic knowledge about Islam and its practices, as well as the skills in the recitation

8
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and copying of the Koran. In Muslim community like Gonja, where agriculture was
the chief occupation, the student is made to spend more time on the farm or to work in
a particular family business to improve the economic condition of the family. But in a
family with enough members to carry out this task, the father will always attempt t0
free a few of the children for advance education. 6
Normally, students who are fortunate to have the chance to take further studies,
read books on grammat and syntax, and some further readings in basic works of
Maliki law such as Risala of Ibn Abi Zayd al-Qayrawani. An advance studies
normally took the form of individual meetings with a recognized teacher or scholar in
a mosque or within his compound. Here the student takes instructions from three
specific books based on various Islamic categories of knowledge: the Tafsir al-
Jalalayn of al-Mahalli(d. 1459) and al-Sayuti (d. 1505), this is a brief commentary of
the Koran; al-Shifa’ fi ta’rif huqiiq al-Mustafa by Iyad b. Miisa b. ‘Iyad al-Sabti (d.
1149), this treats the life history of the prophet; and the Muwatta’ of Imam Malik b.
Anas (d. 795), a comprehensive corpus of Islamic laws.
The system of education is predominantly of religious character as the above books
suggest. Dubois describes the literary heritage established in West Africa by

“Timbuktu school’ as follows:

The branches of instruction were many and various. The theologians commented
upon and analyzed the great sacred books, and taught rhetoric, logic, eloquence, and
diction in order to prepare to spread abroad the word of God and maintain
controversies. The jurist expanded the law according to the Malekite dogmas, and
the stylist taught the art of writing ‘in ornamental terms’. Others professed grammar,
prosody, philology, astronomy and ethnography; and others again were “very versed
in the tradition, biographies, annals, and histories of mankind’. Mathematics does
not appear to have formed a special course; and as for medicine, the grossest

empiricism was mingled with the hygienic principles of the therapeutic Arab. 7
In some Ghanaian rural areas especially where Hausa Malams (scholars) dominated in

scholastic works, students studied the exact language materials that were used in
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Nigerian schools: al-"Ishriniyya, al-Witriyya, the six poets®; tawhid from the works of
Saniisi and others, as well as syntax from al-Ajurrumiyya, Muthatu 1-’i‘rab, Qatru al-
nada, and other works. Holden describes the division of courses of Islamic education
in eighteenth-century West Africa, as follows:
In West Africa at this time Islamic higher education was divided into principal and
auxiliary subjects which show little significant difference from the medieval
classification of knowledge, as used for example at Al-Azhar till the later nineteenth
century. In the former category ate the Qur’an itself, rafsir ( Quranic exegesis )
hadith (the authenticated deeds and sayings of the prophet), tawhid (knowledge of
God and his attributes), usal al-figh (principles of canon law), and tassawuf
(philosophy and mysticism). The second category, which was taught in far fewer

schools, and for which the Saghanugu of Kong seemed appropriate, comprised nahw
(grammar), sarf (syntax), ma ‘ani (thetoric), bayan (a related subject concerned with

public speaking) and mantiq (logic)’.

Not only did the Hausa Mallams featured prominently in the teaching area but also
contributed immensely in the production of Islamic and Arabic reading materials. The
large corpus of Arabic literature materials collected at the Institute of African Studies
of the University of Ghana were either of Nigerian origin or were imported into Ghana
by Nigerian scholars. These materials consisted of printed and hand-copied books
emanating from the Maghreb, the Middle East and other parts of West Africa (the
latter mostly by members of the Dan Fodio family), and which Thomas Hodgkin has
divided, basically, by its regional origin as:

1- Classical works, of Maghribi or Middle Eastern authorship.
5. Works of west African authors living outside the Ghana region.
3. Works by West African authors residing within the Ghana region
4- Documents ( such as silsilas, ijazas, obituaries, lists of rulers, and imams, etc. )
of non-literary character. 10
These works generally, were in constant use for purposes of teaching and individual

studies. This materials give credit to the claim that the influence of the Hausa traders

and settlers in the spread of Islam and its learning far surpasses that of their Wangara
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counterparts, even though the latter’s overwhelming role in the islamization of West

Africa cannot be disputed. Thomas Hodgkin writing about the collection states:

.. The interest of this type of literature lies partly in the light which it throws on the
reading habits of the ‘ulama of the region, and the kind of work which have
influence their ideas and outlook......The great majority of the manuscripts so far re
corded in the second category — of non-local West African authorship— are works
composed by members of the Dan Fodio family. This is not surprising, in view of
the importance of trade and cultural connections between the Ghana region and the
Hausa states, and the significance of the reforming movement under ‘Usman Dan
Fodio leadership for Muslims throughout West Africa. Some of the most
fundamental and best-known exposition of reformist theory are represented—for
example, ‘Abdallah dan Fodio’s Tazyin al-waragat, ‘Usman dan Fodio’s Nir al-
albab and Ipya’ al-sunna wa ikhmad al-bid ‘a, Muhammad Bello’s Infag al-maysir.
There is a copy (of recent date) of Muhammad Bello’s Raf ‘ al-shubha...... ‘a
criticsm of those who ape the unbelievers, those who ape the tyrants, and those who
ape the ignorant’. There are also examples of devotional poems by the Dan Fodio
brothers—* Abdallah’s Qasida fi madh aslah ‘ibad Allah and Takhmis al-qasa’id al-
ashriyyat ( based on a poem of the same title by Al-Fazazi), and ‘Usman’s Hal [i
masir nahw tayba musri’an ( also a madh poem). And there is a short genealogical
work, Kitab al-nasab, by ‘Abdallah dan Fodio, giving the history of the Tordbe.
Another work which reflects the influence of the reforming movement of the Central
Sudan is a poem, of unknown authorship, in praise of Sheikh Jibril, ¢ who spread the
knowledge of Islam in the Sudan’ ( presumably Sheikh Jibril ibn ‘Umar, the
reformist writer and teacher of ‘Usman dan Fodio) and of ‘Usman himself. 1

The influence of the reforming movement led by ‘Usman dan Fodio and other
reformers before him would be considered briefly in Chapter Three, as we look at the
life and writings of Alhaj ‘Umar ibn Abibakr ibn ‘Usman. But what is of interest to us,
at this point, is the third category from the above divisions, i.e. works by local authors,
which, in fact, constitute by far the largest. Like it has been revealed in earlier studies,
the works constitute a fusion of two literary traditions; Wangara-Dyula one, which, of
course, was first to enter the region and then Hausa one. Hodgkin states that the
earliest example of the first was Isnad al-shuyiikh wal- ‘ulama, or Kitab Ghunja,
compiled in or shortly after A.D. 1752, in its present form by al-Hajj Muhammad ibn
Mustafa, a Gonja. It is a historical material dealing with the late sixteenth century

Gonja state, its people and Islam. Another material that relates to the same tradition is
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Isnad al-Sudan, an account of the origins of the Watara division of the Dyula. Theugh
it bears no records of the author or the date it was written; it falls within the same
paradigm of that tradition. The late nineteenth and early twentieth century saw the
writings of Mahmud ibn ‘Abdallah; Qissat Salagha, tarikh Ghunja, the tarikh
Daghabawi ( History of Dagomba ), Tarikh ahl Wala, the history of the kings and
imams of W4, compiled in 1922. Hodgkin commenting on these materials states:

In this connection it is important to bear in mind that, while some of these later

works are chronicles referring back over the past four centuries, others are works of
contemporary, Or near-contemporary, history—quoting in some cases relevant
documents—having an altogether different evidential value. This kind of material is
particularly rich for the period of late nineteenth-century colonial penetration and
anti-colonial resistance. It provides an essential documentary basis (which needs to
be supplemented, of course, from other sources) for the kind of reassessment of the
lives, characters, motives, and achievements of such resistance leaders as Samory
and Babatu, which is urgently needed. '*

The works of Alhaj ‘Umar ibn Abibakr ibn ‘Usman al-Kabbawi al-Kanawi al-
Salghawi, the basis of this thesis, form the largest contribution of all the other writers.
Even though the collections of the Arabic manuscripts conducted by the Institute of
African studies of Ghana, deliberately, targeted his works — thus drawing researchers’
attention to him and his works — he is still celebrated as the most outstanding poet of
nineteenth century Ghana, as no scholar in Ghanaian context, has produced so much
literary works, in varied topics as him. A detailed study of his poetry comes in
Chapter Four, and it sheds light on the intellectual as well as politico-religious

influences that acted on him as he practices his art.

IL Factors that Influenced Muslim Education

Ifthere isa force that has given a Muslim an impulse to education, then it is, non other
than his faith: Islam. Much as the religion makes seeking knowledge an obligation on

all Muslims, so does it make it mandatory for the literate to teach thie illiterate. Islam
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encourages entry into all branches of knowledge, on condition that solid Islamic
foundation has been attained through Islamic education. The tendency to emphasize
the Islamic content of Muslim education really deepened as a result of Muslims
coming into contact with European cultures through colonization in the past and
globalization in recent times. This explains the existence of two educational systems
in Ghana and a host of other West African countries, the traditional Islamic system
and the government system running side by side.!® Insofar as each educational system
is structured toward a particular goal, it invariably determines the use to which the
skill acquired is, consequently, put. This section looks at the Muslim education in
Ghana, and how the changing social and political events affected it as it developed
through history.
With the spread of Islam developed an educational system, which is solely of
religious character. Here a student learns how to read the Koran, which forms the
principal component of his religious rites, the ultimate purpose of his existence on this
earth. Few instructions are also given in Figh, which takes a student through the rules
and regulations of ritual ablution, prayer, fasting, alms giving, etc. Because of the
limited use to which this literacy is put, very little time is spent on learning. Most of
student’s time is used on the farm or for any other economic activity. A student who
continues to the higher level grows to become a Malam, like his teacher, where his
status and role in the community is transformed successively, from that of economic
into religious, social and political one. We saw this phenomenon in the early days of
Islam in Gonja, where prestige and economic benefits were enjoyed by someone with
knowledge in the Koran and Islamic sciences.
As part of his economic gains, a Malam enjoys a variety of services from his

pupils. In the farming villages students spend countless hours working on their
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teacher’s farm, send out his livestock to graze in the outskirt of the village or cut
firewood from the bush. These services represent compensation for the lessons
granted by the teacher who imposes no fees on his pupils. In fact, there are series of
gifts (sadaqat) a parent offers at some fixed intervals as the pupil progresses in his
Koranic readings.* In some cases a rich parent may decide to sponsor a Malam’s
pilgrimage to hdj for his services to the child or the community as a whole. And at
community level, his religious and social roles represent in his imamship, where he
leads congregational prayers as well as funeral rites, officiates marriage ceremonies,
settle disputes, and above all has the moral responsibility to supervise over the welfare
and behavior of the people. The community in turn imposes upon its self the duty of
contributing to his upkeep and social needs. This has been, and still is, the traditional
toles of alim, and the benefits that go with them, in Ghanaian Muslim communities.
This enviable position of the learned Malam became another strong incentive to
Muslim education, and students sought it in order to enjoy that status in society,
despite their economic hardship and other social impediment. Very ambitious
students, still, travel abroad to seek this knowledge. In the early days of Islam in
Ghana, Northern Nigeria used to be the destination for any student seeking Islamic
knowledge.

The exceptional influence enjoyed by a number of the leading Muslims led by
Muhammad Ghamba, popularly known as Shaykh Baba, in seventeenth century
Kumasi, was as a result of their Islamic education that had been acquired in
Hausaland. This group of Muslim clerics ‘enjoyed rank at court, or were invested with
administrative powers, entitling them even to a voice in the senate’"’. King of Asante

brought them under his full sérﬁce, which involved keeping records of political

events and court proceedings. Admired by their skills and intelligence, the king sent
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members of his household to Shaykh Baba’s Arabic school. This is beside the #mpact
they had made over the social and religious life of the Asantes, through the production
of amulets and ‘prayer services’.

The powers and trust reposed on the Muslim clerics kept growing stronger and
stronger, even after the defeat of the Asantes by the British in February 1874, when
Kumasi and all Asante protectorates came under British control. Then the British on
their part adopted a policy of deliberately strengthening the position of the Muslims
by appointing a Muslim in a strong position in order to balance the position of the
Asante traditional leaders. It so followed that in 1927, the British established a
separate tribunal where Muslim law was applied with Malam Salaw, the sarkin zongo,
as the chairman empowered to hear civil and criminal cases. His knowledge of Islamic
taw and divination had really gained him a high reputation, as well as considerable
wealth. He acquired his knowledge locally at the hands of our poet, Alhaj Umar ibn
Abi Bakr of Kete-Krachie, who, as would be seen in Chapter Four, has written a
number of long poems in his praise.

While these influences and the resultant affluence, engendered by Arabic
education, were being celebrated, a potent threat to Arabic scholarship was also
looming and fast spreading among Ghanaian society: Christianity and Western
educational system. The powerful operations of Christian propagators, which to a
large extent, became allied to European colonialism came in full force. The two forces
(Christianity and colonization) enjoyed a fruitful interchange; a financial support is
extended to the Christian missionaries, who in their own mission of winning over new

hearts, inevitably, prepare the natives through Western education for colonial

control.'®
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So when Westerners, finally, set up their mission schools to teach English,
Muslims refused to send their children to these schools, with the claim that they were
induced to abandon Islam, and adopt Christianity.” So with the western or English-
based education, English language became official language of administration and
transactions after independence; and the result was Muslims, who still maintain the
same old view about the Western education, remained marginalized and their situation
became deplotable, as they lost some of the privileges that go with western education,
like getting government jobs, taking any active part in local po}i’ci(:s.18 Even though
they still enjoy some measure of economic power, because of their enterprising
character, the success or otherwise of their business activities still depend on the
political expediencies of their colleagues in the official positions, not to talk of the
ever-changing business climate. This was the situation since independence, until some
recent development that appeared to redeem the falling image of the Muslim
education, after suffering the setback with the introduction of Western type of
education.

In the mid-twentieth century, students started heading to the north African Arab
countries as well as the Gulf States with the newly discovered oil wealth in these
regions. It followed that, from the 1970s, Universities in these Arab countries offered
free scholarships to Muslim students to pursue religious courses up to a degree level.
After completion of their programs, they were then hired by the Islamic institutions set
up by these Arab nations, to engage in Islamic and social programs in their various
local communities. The new trend quickly came to lift the economic status of Muslim
communities in Ghana, through lofty stipends students enjoy from the Gulf States as
well as the guarantee for job after graduation. Thus, another strong impetus for more

Arabic scholarship has been found. In fact, this period saw a sharp increase in Muslim
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student population in Accra, Kumasi, Tamale and all the big cities, because these were
distribution points of these scholarships. And the Islamic schools also recorded
highest intake during this period, thus resulting in an overflow of graduate students
from these Arab Universities as well as local ones. These graduates, by the nature of
their training in these schools, became solely skilled in Arabic knowledge and Islamic
sciences. Therefore, their traditional role as imams, Arabic teachers and spiritual
masters has been rejuvenated after that long recession and it appears they have had
some other added social roles too, but this thesis may not be able to cover that and
may require a full study.'’ This, therefore, seems to be the situation now, even though

there was a decline in the flow of these Arab scholarships of late.
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ened to have

19. This section is solely based on my personal experiences, as I happ
the

gone through the same educational process and have ever enjoyed, too,
scholarship to study in one of these Arab schools.
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CHAPTER Il
ALHAJ UMAR IBN ABIBAKAR IBN UMAR KETE-KRACHIE '

1. His Early Life and Education

Alhaj Umar Ibn Abubakar Ibn Umar was born in Kano, in the year 1850. This was
about three years after the installation of Abdullai, son of Dabo, as the Emir of Kano.
His hometown was Kabe in northwestern part of Nigeria. The father, Abubakar Ibn
Uthman, who himself, was a learned man of an average status gave more attention to
his Kola trade than learning.

Kola trade had been the flourishing business among the tribesmen of the father, the
Hausa. And during the nineteenth century these traders made their way from
Hausaland, carrying with them oriental clothing, beads, leatherworks, and slaves to
Salaga, where they were exchanged for Kola and other forest products. Having been a
lucrative business for both young and old, Alhaj Umar’s other two brothers, Suley and
Indoli, were made to join and support the father’s trade expeditions, a mission whose
success largely depended on how much human support was at one’s disposal, both as
aids to transactions and for security purposes. Little Umar was by then, too young to
engage in the jostling of making a living. So, at the early age of two, he was sent away
from the city life of Kano, back to Kebi, his father’s hometown, to be looked after by
the grandmother.

At the age of five, Umar had already started his education as a child. And like all
Muslim children, his education commenced with the learning of the Koran, which he
excelled at the admiration of the father. By twelve years of age, he had completed
learning it by heart, and was showing sign of a prospective intellectual life. And this

made the father change his earlier plan to train the boy for his kola business. By 1870,
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he was already far advanced in his higher studies, first, under the guidance of Sheikh
Uthman, a renowned scholar in Kano, and later in Sokoto, which was then, the leading
center of Islamic learning. He combined his studies with the family business, trading,

the norm in those days among students of that region. This was taken as training for a

growing youth like Umar, so as to facilitate a smooth transition to adulthood. It

afforded the young adult an exposure to the outside world, where he had the

opportunity to mingle with people of the same interest as him, in the wotld of learning

and service to Islam.

To acquire a good grounding, on the basis of which Umar was considered to have

qualified for the certificate to teach, he mastered the reading of the following works,
Tafsir al-jalalayn in explication of the Koran, the Muwatta of Imam Malik in
elucidation of legal matters, and al-Shifa of Iyad bin Masa in illustration of the
example of the life of the Prophet. And in addition, Umar studied Tuhfat al-hukkdam of
ibn Ashi, al-Mukhtasar of Khalil ibn Ishaq, Risala of ibn Abu Zaid, and commentary
of Irshad al-salik. And for him, who had strong taste for literature and was looking

forward to a literary practice in future, the study of the following language books

became an essential requirement, al- ‘Ishriniyyat, al-Witriniyydt, the six poets, all in

poetry studies, al-Ajurrumiyya, al-Bahjat al-mardiyya, Shuzir al-Dhahb, al-Qatr in

Syntax and Morphology, and al-Ramiza in the science of poetic meters. Umar studied

these works thanks to the strict regime of his teacher, U

boasts of the strict discipline he encountered in school (9:23-24):

lugipglablay A fy  alsyciaSalels o
Luu_,q)éﬁg‘.&ulc\_hu_)aw Litind (e o) 93 (0 22
Whoever comes to us with deception or subterfuge,

Even if he comes donning a crown or burnus.
He would be thwarted in his intention by the strictness,
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With which we studied under Uthman.

In the same poem, he says 9(9:15-16):

Lo gy s Ul 303 N8 U o 5 L Y Condl sy
Lus gl g Lus galan J8 13} B8 Gade olaie Giul oo
Small bird feigning eagle, not in us,
By our source, we tell human among mammal.

For our teacher, Uthman instructed us,

(On) the difference between buffalo and "Jamoos -

Unmar, successfully, went through his higher studies, graduated and was awarded a
certificate, by which he qualified to extend his teaching services to others in the faith.
And by this time he had already become familiar with his father’s trade routes,
camping stations for the caravans, and the market centers; Salaga happened to be one
of these market towns. Perhaps, during his trade rounds with the family, he might
have been weighing the options among the wide range of towns in West Africa that
could serve as his future permanent abode, one that would be suitable for a serious
literary revolution he had in mind. And it was no coincidence that his two brothers had
already been attracted to Salaga, and subsequently moved and took residence there.
They have, by that, prepared the site for the foundation of Umar’s future literary
activities. So it was with ease when the time came, that Umar, finally, migrated to join
his brothers, who might have, already, softened the tough spots for his final

destination and residence in Ghana; that was in 1874.

I1. His Teaching Career

In fulfillment of a contract between the new graduate and his teacher, Athaj Umar

established a school upon arrival in Salaga with the help of his brothers and one other

scholar, Malam Alhassan, who also ran his own private school. The latter has been of
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tremendous help to him, both during the inception and later development of the new
school project. It was, really, through Alhaj Umar’s vision and good forecast that the
school was established solely for higher studies, a facility that was almost nonexistent
in the region in those days; hence, he received a warm reception when the idea was
first put across to the authorities concerned, including Malam Alhassan. Even the
enthusiasm shown by the natives for the project and the commitment with which it
was carried out did give a hint of what was to come of Salaga, as a major center for
literary activities. Besides, it must have dawned on Alhaj Umar that his dream of
becoming one of the leading Islamic scholars to reckon with, was coming to fruition.
When the school was finally opened, he introduced the same educational
curriculum as practiced in the schools in Hausaland, using almost the same books we
saw above, and might have applied also the same rigid learning regime of his teacher,
Uthman. While Alhaj Umar was preoccupied with his programs in the educational
front, ethnic tension was already breeding and growing in political front among
authorities of Salaga as regards dispute over chieftaincy. Little did the ambitious
scholar realize that this conflict was going to have a disturbing consequence to his
educational plans. Nehemia, described the cause of the dispute as:
The divisional chieftainship of Kpembe rotates among three families, known as
‘gates’: Lepo, Sumbung, and Kenyase. For some time before the Civil War (at least
during six reigns), succession was confined to two ‘gates’ only: Lepo and
Sumbung. After the death of Kpembe-wura....... the choice fell on Muhammad
Napo of Lepo. But this nomination was contested by the people of Kenyase, who
insisted on the right of their turn to succession. Their claim was rejected on the
ground that a Kenyase chiefs succession was unheard of. The Kenyase people were
already resigned to renunciation when one of their senior chiefs, Kabache-wura

Yissifu (Yusuf), refused to withdraw the claim. He retired to his farm and rumors
soon became rife that he was preparing for war.

As tension between the two factions mounted, Kabache-wura sent to the Ya-Na, the
paramount chief of Dagomba, but a messenger from Yendi failed in appeasing the
Kpembe-wura’s faction. The Kpembe-wura was under strong pressure from his
supporters to take the field. When hostilities broke out Kabache-wura was defeated.
He fled to Gjo, fourteen miles northeast of Salaga, outside the Gonja territory,
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where he came under the protection of the chief Nanumba. Hence, when Kpembe-
wura supporters chased Kabache-wura into Nanumba territory, it was regarded as a
provocation. Nanumba and Dagomba troops came to the field, and Kpembe-wura
supporters were routed. The people of Salaga run away in all direction, while
Nanumba and Dagomba entered the town and plundered it. Kpembe-wura was
killed during his flight and Kabache-wura Yissifa was installed as chief of Kpembe.
The Nanumba and Dagomba withdrew from Salaga after about a year, taking with
them much booty, and leaving behind a devastated town.”

This incident marked the beginning of yet another phase in Alhaj Umar’s life: his
involvement in politics. During the initial squabbles leading up to the battle, he was
observed to have aligned himself to Kabache-wura Yissifu, the victor in that battle,
against the majority of Muslims who rallied behind chief Napo. This severed the
relationship between him and most of the prominent Muslim leaders, and
consequently, affected his own personal peace and safety. Even though a number of
these leading Muslims got killed in the battle, those who fled to the neighboring
towns, became so embittered and bore strong malice against him. So, he remained in
Salaga, under the auspices of Kabache-wura, and continued his teaching and religious
activities with the few student who remained in the ruined town. Unfortunately, the
deplorable condition that ensued with its resultant hardship became unfavorable for
learning, and thus few students who still showed little interest in learning and
occationally attended lectures, also abandon the school to grapple with the needs of
their livelihood, which became so challenging in those hard times. This, finally, led to
closure of the school.

In 1896, the Germans, led by von Zeck, appeared not happy with the turn of events,
particularly the installation of Yissifu g the c}uef, as it had a political implication on
their territorial interest. Nehemia explains that:

During that period, Salaga fell prey to the growing competition between the
colonial powers. In 1885, the German declared a protectorate over Togoland. In

1888, British and Germans agreed on a neutral zone, which included also Salaga
and Dagomba. Kete-krachie fell to the German sphere of influence, while Yeji
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came under British authority. In 1892, Ferguson was sent by the British to sign
treaties with the northern chiefs but was instructed to avoid the neutral zone. Later
in September 1894, Ferguson came again and signed a treaty of trade and
friendship with the chief of Kpembe, allowing British and German traders at
Salaga. The aim of this treaty was to guard against French encroachment upon the
neutral zone, which they did not recognize. The Germans, however, became
suspicious of these British activities and sent an officer, Dr. Gruner, to Salaga
(1895). The Kpembe chief now found himself in the predicament of having to serve
two masters. The Germans, suspecting him to be pro-British, decided to take action.
They made use of the presence of refugees from Kpembe at Kete-Krachi, among
them Sulayman, son of the defeated Napo, whom the Germans recognized as the

legitimate ruler of Kpembe.
In March 1896 two German officials visited Salaga but failed to induce the chief to

accept the German flag. In May another German officer, von Zeck, left Kete-Krachi
with seventeen soldiers. He took Sulayman whom he intended to install as chief
after arresting Kpembe-wura Yissifa.*

They were said to have attacked and burned down the Salaga market, adding more
hardship to the already precarious situation of the town. It also aggravated Alhaj
Umar’s public relation, resulting in a serious rancor between him and a section of
Muslim leaders of the region; thus, it seemed to have created an emotional crisis for
him, which, presumably, haunted him till his death.’

So, with the installation of new chief in the person of Sulayman, Napo’s son, came

two options for Alhaj Umar: on the one hand, he either had to recognize the authority

of the new chief, thereby shifting his allegiance to him and enduring whatever

humiliation that may come with it for his open support to the deposed chief, or, on the

other, to flee to face the wrath of Muslim immigrants in Kete-Krachi, who, for long,
were at the logger heads with him. He opted for the latter, and decided in 1896, to face
his Muslim brothers who, perhaps, by virtue of the Islamic spirit and solidarity that
bind them together, they may, through dialogue, put away the old feud, and look
ahead for a better and fruitful future. Furthermore, supporters of the newly installed

chief have decided to return to their original home, and so Umar may not face any

serious threat in confronting the remaining Muslims in Kete-Krachi, And another

25




factor that worked in his favor was the presence of his own brothers, students, and oid
friends who were happy to see him join them and expressed hope of witnessing
another Islamic learning rejuvenated in Kete-Krachi, with the same exuberance
recorded in Salaga before the uprising.

And true to their dreams, another school was established, after Umar became
settled, in his own home, and it attracted large number of students far and near, like
his previous school in Salaga. His home was, within short period, turned into a large
Islamic learning complex, where young and old people met to study and deliberate on
current Islamic issues. Like it is the case with any progressing individual, this did not
go without some opposition and criticism from his own tribesmen, who were the early
settlers to that town. On the basis of their long residence in Kete-Krachie, and
abviously, their economic and political status, they enjoyed some prestige and
leadership positions in the community. Awudu Badi was the head of the Zongo
community, while Mallam Gado, was the chief Imam of the town; both were Hausa
and were among the elements that were not comfortable with Alhaj Umar’s quick rise
to prominence in the community. The bitterness continued and worsened, till Alhaj
Umar was compelled to go into a short exile in Gambaga.

He came back to Kete-Krachie after the Sarkin Zongo was deposed and he, Umar’s
former student installed as the new Sarkin Zongo. Umar was then nominated to
occupy the post of an Imam of the town after the former Imam, who was previously
accused of un-Islamic behavior, was removed. This period coincided with the arrival
of Mischlich in Kete-Krachi as the new German commissioner who gave the final
official endorsement to Umar’s appointment based on his educational merit. This
opened up the scope of Alhaj Umar’s religious activities. It now took an international

dimension, and he won more followers in Ghana as well as outside, including Togo,
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Benin, Nigeria, Burkina Faso, etc. As described by N. Levtzion on his contribution to
literacy in that region, he says that, ‘Indeed, ulama of his class introduced into our
area some of the intellectual activity of nineteenth-century Islam in Hausaland’
(Levtzion, 1968, p.48).

When he started writing, he concentrated on writing educational materials for his
students, which were mostly, items on Arabic grammar and compositions. He
produced his first work in Salaga in 1877, a volume on epistolary styles including
collection of model letters with advice to letter writers in prose, which was
subsequently published in Cairo in 1948. His tarbi of Kitab al-Zuhd wa’l wasiyya of
Ali Zayn al-Abidin was also published in the collection of al-Qasaid al-Ashariyyat.
Both works were in prose and were published the same year in Cairo (Bab al-Halab).
And his later works, mainly in poetry, remain unpublished; they exhibit a wide range
of topics, and this proved a rare quality which marks him off among his peers as one
of the prolific literary figures in West Africa. He produced a very large number of
students with sound knowledge of Arabic. Names of over fifty-six prominent scholars
from various regious of Ghana, purported to have studied in his school is printed in
C. Steward’s thesis, ‘The Tijaniya in Ghana: An Historical Study; among these

students were Chief Salaw and Malam Tanu.

111, His Spiritual Life

Alhaj Umar grew up in Hausaland where the Qadiriyya order has been the dominant
Sufi order for over five centuries.® And the mystical ideas of the order, though mixed
with other Sufi ones, have strong influence on the religious lives of the Sokoto
jihadists, the Fodio family. Alhaj Umar’s great-grandfather, was reported to have been

an associate of Uthman Dan Fodio, and so, must have assisted the latter, in one way or
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the other, in his reform movement. It could, therefore, be assumed that Alhaj Umar
had been brought up under the strict doctrines of Qadiriyya. Its ideas were, somehow,
different from the mainstream Qadiriyya of the early times which advocated principles
as khalwa, self-denial, fasting, going out alone into the desert to pray, achievement of
fand, ‘absorption’ in God, and so on. Sufi ideas in Hausaland and elsewhere in west
and central Sudan revolve around the cult of the Prophet Muhammad as al-Insan al-
Kamil, ‘the Perfect Man’, or Afdal al-khalg, the “Most Excellent of Creation’, and him
being the personification of the divine ‘light’. Then came also the concept of the
saving wali, who was the intermediary between the believer and God and who would
intercede for those who accepted him on the last day.9 This, in essence, differ in the
belief of the prophet as al-shafr’, who, alone, could lead man to God, against the
carlier ones that it was possible to achieve fana directly in God or through the angels.
In the second half of the nineteenth century, the Tijaniyya order has, already, began
making its impact felt in Hausaland, and there were reports of its influences on, even,
the later Sokoto emirs. But these influences were not strong enough to push them
converting to Tijaniyya, despite the widespread conversion into that order in
Hausaland. The economic hardship of the time and its attendant social problem
discouraged people from showing keen interest and commitment to issues of religion.
Even in the later days of the Fulani reform movement, the spirit to carry on with these
religious reforms dwindled and some of their agenda discarded. The situation was
described by Umar b. Muhammadu Bukhari, a cousin of Aliyu, a Sokoto Khalif
(1842-1859), he says:
He (aliyu) called men to serve in frontier posts but they had no enthusiasm for the
job. They preferred to tend their irrigated farms, trade in the markets, herd cattle
and work their crafts. They neglected the affairs of the Jihad and refused to join the
;r;nny; nwhen called. So the place was weakened-and then they blamed and censured
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So, this was the general attitude of people in Hausaland toward their own religious
obligations when Umar was around nine years. Alhaj Umar must have been aware of
these changes that was affecting the Qadiriyya order but still remained its staunch
follower when he came to Ghana.!! He is believed to have already had a series of
contacts with the market towns of Northern Ghana, especially Salaga, and might have
saw the wisdom to preoccupy himself with teaching Arabic language with its literary
arts rather than engage in teaching the doctrinal concepts of his order. It could easily
be seen, from Alhaj Umar’s writings, that he came to Ghana, not as a strict religious
reformist, who travels far and wide preaching and condemning practices he considered
foreign to Islam (bida’), as can be said of the members of the Fulani jihadists or Umar
a-Futi and his associates, and their likes. He, however, remained a Qadirt for over
thirty-eight years of his life in Ghana, in peaceful interactions and coexistence with his
Tijani comrades in the area, limiting his activities to only teaching the basic
knowledge in Islam sciences as well as Arabic language and literature, the ingredients
he considered vital for an independent knowledge and realization of man’s mission on
earth.

Tt was not surprising at all, that he always prided himself with his knowledge in
Arabic language rather than theology or Islamic Law; even his attacks to his
opponents focused on their ignorance in this area of study. It was only until 1913,
when he went for the Haj, that he got initiated into the Tijaniyya order by Alfa
Hashim, the nephew of al-hajj Umar tal. His name appeared, throughout Ghana, as
one of the most influential Tijani Malams during the first quarter of the twentieth
century; and he seemed the most revered of all the ulama. Perhaps, this popularity

could be viewed in light of his intellectual activities and as a man of exceptional

29




erudition, committed to spreading literacy among the illiterate Muslim society, rathet
than an advocate for any sufi order. Although, quite a number of Tijaniyya followers
in Ghana were alleged to have received the wird from him, he was not known, then, as
an ardent TijanT; an observation that may seem to derive its support from claims that
he had not shown genuine commitment to the order but was only involved in it for
personal gains. That notwithstanding, he was widely considered the spiritual head of
the Gold Coast Muslims, from the time of his Haj to his death. His contacts in Ghana
were as widespread as his traveling, and today men speak proudly of knowing him or
studying under him.

Despite the uncertainty surrounding which Sufi order he was affiliated to, his
writings display an influence of mystic ideas; though common to both Qadiriyya and
Tijaniyya, the ideas could be viewed to be more linked to his previous order,
Qadiriyya than the later one. Though, no record of his involvement in the practical
aspect of the rituals upon which these orders were built, like the minor pilgrimage to
the tombs of their saints, there is such an allusion in the following verses in which the

idea is couched in a prayer for the prophet who is to intercede for follower’s salvation

on the judgment day (8:150-1 52):
8 s g-“l e—x—-“‘} ) Ja
Ll Cpesd Cile sl § pagall alea
God’s peace and blessing,
be on the Prophet, buried in a tomb,
Commander of the pool and mediation
To all sinners.
The never-ending prophetic intercession is vividly expressed in above verses, of

course, exclusively meant for people who belong to the faith. The Arabic word,

‘qubba’ (of course, with the feminine (3 ) at the end, omitted here for the rhyming

30




purpose ), connotes, domed shrine, tomb of a saint; it has come to be associated with a
practice of visiting a late sheikh’s tomb. It is hardly used for the Prophet’s resting
place or grave in Medina.

In his praises and tributes to the prophet comes the ‘Most Excellent of Creation’,

represented in the following verse (9:35):

2 L syl s (e B3all phaa sa (318 oy dt 2en

Praise to God, Lord and Creator of creations,
Then, peace be to Most Excellent of Creation.

Alhaj Umar in his exhortation and preaching on Islamic morals always stresses on the
idea of abstention from worldly pleasures and its material luxury; the world is but a
delusion (7:78):

13 o) ) bl dglaai Y oyl Ay | sSuaald by

But be bound on bond of love,
And not to seek world pleasure.

He describes the world as not a place for the noble(5:40):
i pe Cungd Jlall oda g G.h;.n JAY\ o )AS“ St

By the Master of events, the issue is sorrowful,
This world (dar) is not a place for the pious.

In one of his poems, he shows some reverence and seems to take consolation from
the founding sheikhs of some of these early Sufi orders, and their leading proponents,
like al-Shadhili, al-Hallaj, al-Saydti, etc., coupled with his fond of introducing himself
with such humble but demeaning agnomens as: illiterate, jahil, poor faqir, and such
diminutive forms of the Arabic word for a student, fuwaylib.

One other observation that becomes apparent from his writings, at least those under
consideration in this study, is the fact that, he has not, explicitly, made reference in
prayers or exaltation to any of the saints or sheikhs, be it al-Tijani, al-Shadhili, or al-

Jaylani, in his search for spiritual guidance or blessing, as is the norm with the rest of
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the Muslim poetry writers who belong to any of the orders. But on the contrary, he
exhibits a more liberal stance on theological issues different to the stance of Fulani
reformers, like the issue of cooperation between Muslims and pagans. Just as Alhaj
Umar preached against injustice of rulers in Salaga, who had shown open
discrimination against their pagan subjects, so did he show a strong protest against
Musa’s radical method in propagating Islam through the demolition of pagan shrines,
and imposing Islam on non-Muslims. His associations with the European colonialists,
are some of the examples of his open-minded approach to matters of religious concern
that have no clear-cut or definite ruling applicable to all places at all times.

In conclusion, from the above sketchy narrative of Alhaj Umar’s life in Ghana,
though speculative, it may, somehow, appear clear what his actual role was, in the
overall development of Arabic and Islamic learning in Ghana. His method of teaching
was not concentrated so much on equipping his students with purely doctrinal
components of their faith or teaching them theological principles upon which a
particular mystic order was built. His educational curriculum (as could be seen from
teaching materials) was built on giving the student more skills on Arabic language,
central to the understanding of the real teaching of Islam, as well as the medium to
communicate its moral principles to outsiders.

On his last days, he became so ill and was confined to his room, and on 30" June
1924, his sickness worsened; his family decided to rush him to the hospital but he died

on the way; he was 84.
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Notes.

1. The information in this chapter is, largely, drawn from the thesis of Idriss Abdul
Razak: Alhaj Umar Kete-Krachie: A Teacher, a Poet, and a Social Commentator
of his time, presented to Department For the Study of Religions, in 1996.
Therefore, this chapter shall be more interpretative than descriptive,
through the study of his poetry. There are perspectives about his life that still
remain a mystery, and even those who seemed to have relied on information from
direct relatives couldn’t unearth much; things pertaining to his spiritual life as well
as the truth about which religious doctrine he adhered to seem to have departed
with him. And for this reason, it could be assumed that attacks on his personal
integrity by some of his close associates, perhaps, remain valid.

2. He was said to have engaged in Kola trade between Kano and Salaga (Wilks, L.
1964, p.416).

3. Jamoos is Hausa word for Germany.
4. Other sources mention 1875 or 1896, but 1874 seems the majority view.

5. Levtzion. 1968. Muslims and Chiefs in West Africa. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
P.42.

6. Thid., p.45.

7. Alhaj Umar’s poetry is full of strong-worded messages to his enemies, and in some
cases, he invoked divine curses and destruction against them.

8. Mervyn Hiskett. 1984. The Development of Islam in West Africa. London:
Longman, p.245,

9, Ibid., p.245.

10,Umar b. Muhammad Bukhari, Tanbih al-Ikhwan fi amr al-Siidan, undated, quoted
in S. Sperl & C.Shackle. 1996. Qasida Poetry in Islamic Asia and Africa, Voll, p.438.

11. Charles C. Stewart. 1965. Unpublished thesis. The Tijaniya in Ghana: An
Historical Study, presented to Institute of African Studies, Univ. of Ghana, P.34.

12. (W) is a Hausa word, probably, used for royal praises and exaltation.

13. a suggested reading of this line is:
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CHAPTER IV

THEMES AND SUBJECT MATTER
Alhaj Umar’s poetry could adequately be described as belonging to the heritage of
Islamic poetry, which itself is an extension of the tradition of classical Arabic qasida.’
His excellent application of the classical convention is a good reflection of his strong
attachment to the traditional Arabic learning, and his keen interest and commitment in
reading classical works of earlier Arabic poets. His poetry contains components that
are closely parallel with Islamic tradition, in terms of both its themes as well as forms.
Like the rest of the other Muslim poets, Alhaj Umar exhibits a strong influence of his
Islamic faith, and so, its principles seem to permeate his thinking and his language.
Not only does he prelude all his poems with glorification of Allah and praises to the
prophet but ends on the same note. He has composed a rendering of the two most
famous Burdas®: one in pentastichs, takhmis,3 of Ka‘b b. Zuhair’s poem, and another
in tarbT* (rendering in quatrains) of al-BiisayrT’s. He did another tarb?* of a poem
purported to have been written by Ali Tbn Hussein Ibn Ali. In these renderings, he
contributed magnificently in adding color and semantic expansion to the original.

His poetry, generally, is admonitory, aimed at promoting Islamic moral principles
and African cultural values. However, in terms of its readership appeal, the message,
contained therein, may not be accessible to wider audience, because, very few people
in his community were able to read and understand simple Arabic text of elementary
level, much less language of poetry. But Alhaj Umar did manage to reach his
audience, that’s, by translating almost all his works (including those of ancient Arabic

poets like Umru °I-Qays) into Hausa language. Features of his poetry would become
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clearer as we analyze them separately below. Much as Alhaj Umar’s poetry 5
characterized by features of the classical gasida, from which Islamic poetry itself
drew much of its features, he seemed to have developed his own literary style that
uniquely makes his work very outstanding. His use of Hausa vocabulary in some of
his Arabic poems, is but one example. So, based on the above, his poems shall be

classified under the Arabic classical genres.

1. Panegyrics (Madih)

Panegyric poetry has received larger coverage, in terms of Arabic literary output, than
other genres in the history of Arabic poetry. And the performance setting used to be in
the courts of royal kings where a poet sang praises to celebrate the king’s benevolence
and in return won expensive rewards. In fact, this function took another form,
particularly in Islamic circles, where the genre was used to celebrate moral virtues and
encourage noble deeds. This trend continued until poets in West Africa began
producing large volumes of works, using the same genre, but concentrated on the
enlogy of the prophet, and Sufi saints or shaykhs.”

It is, therefore, no coincidence that this genre outnumber all the other genres in
Alhaj Umar’s poetry, with his farbi® renderings of the two Burdas being some of his
famous works on madih. But one thing that may appear surprising, is that, no poem
(as far as this study is concerned) is known to have been composed by him to eulogize
any of his Sufi shaykhs, neither Abdu *1-Qadir al-Jaylani nor Ahmad al-Tijérﬁ.6
Perhaps, the reserved commitment he seemed to have shown to the two Sufi orders
may be a possible explanation to this. In any case, he has certainly, composed a
number of poems to praise individuals, who were his close associates. His goal,

conceivably, had not been for the gains he might have enjoyed from those he praised,

35

W T




but as a moral duty to praise who uphold Islamic virtues and public moral codes. This
focus could be seen from the four poems he composed to eulogize certain Muslim
political figures as well as communities with whom he has personally come to share

some common aspirations in life, through their personal contacts and dealings.

Praises to Individuals.

If there was one figure who has enjoyed his unflinching support and praises, then it
was no other than the Kumasi amir,’ Hussein al-Kashnawi Ibn Ya‘qub, popularly
called Salaw, chief of Zongo, i.e, Muslim community of Kumasi. Alhaj Umar wrote
three long poems eulogizing Salaw on various occasions. In one of these poems, he
made what appears like a vow to keep praise chants flowing as long as he lives. This
may explain his continuous attention to the patron. It says (4:21-22):

oty L e cl Wi 1SUG &l ) A 3 g

How excellent of the emir, the honored,

You show generosity to fathers and children.
By God, forever and ever my thanks,

My praises and eulogy would be.

There seems to be a re-enactment of the unique poet-patron relationship witnessed

between al-Mutanabbi and Saifu ’I-Daula of Abbasid era. Alhaj Umar found in Salaw,

the political and ethical ideals he has, himself, been striving for. For this reason the |
poet tries, in his praises of the chief, to make genuine descriptions of the chief’s .

personal character and attributes devoid of false attributions and exaggerated

T

exaltation.

The relationship certainly started when Salaw was studying under Athaj Umar, and

it is obvious that the latter has enjoyed his student’s generosity and services during
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that period. The poet still remembers his student’s good manners, obedience and

respect for the elderly, a character always cultivated in an African child as he grows

up. He stated, (3:25-27):

5 elalell ardy a.\.j.:_hqh
g lae Jua 4@ Sl
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(It was) his habit of old,
He offers "ulama his service continuously.

Whenever he meets a ‘faqih 7
He(Salaw) becomes his servant and slave.

He remained with me for years,
As a servant for a long time.

Salaw’s appointment as Sarkin Zongo (chief of a Muslim community) of Kumasi
marks the beginning of the poet-patron relationship. The first poem in praise of Salaw

(Poem 3, in the anthology), was probably written the same time Salaw was elected

chief of Kumasi Zongo, as was announced below (3:12-14):

‘ﬁa‘w&‘@)\m umu.“d)mu_yah

i &H_’ 3 ,O-} zﬁ‘,\- &S“ .' }Q

Turn your (attention) to who
Has (now) become the Amir among the people

That is Hussein al-Kashnawiyyu
Ibn Ya’qub, the famous.

His agnomen is Salaw, and this is
Agnomen of the best of mankind.

The second poem (Poem 4), followed when Salaw gained a formal place in the

Kumasi administration, of course with an endorsement form the British colonial

rulers. He wrote, (4:3-4):
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He (God) has crowned him in English Administration
Despite opposition from his enemies.

He has been bestowed, among other things, leadership,
Contentment, and he’s among the blessed.

And on obedience of a child to his parents, he said of the chief, (3:62):
!)&.o‘dﬁgsig Gl gl el

Then, obedience to parents,
O friend, that completes ten (accomplishments).

And in another, (2:115):
10 yyeljedd sladeddy

Verily, since his childhood,
He exhibited a lot of good traits.

No available information on the meaning of the king’s nickname, Salaw. But the poet,
skillfully, linked it to the word “prayer” in Arabic, which he attributed to the king’s

regular performance of midnight superegatory prayers. He explains, (3:14-16):

s oS G ol 18y sha 43l
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His agnomen is Salaw, and this is,
Agnomen of the best of mankind.
It’s meaning, surely, is prayer (salat),
He performed it, day and night.
What an excellent Salaw, and more grace!
His good fortunes are glittering!

His description of the chief’s personal traits come in the form of the chief’s real

personal characters and attributes. In lines, (3:52-57), he describe him as:
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Salaw enjoys two characteristics,
Perfect ones, take note.
Which are, shyness and generosity,
Enough for him to show pride.

He goes on to add more attributes, by drawing on early Islamic motifs, ma’ani, which
the poet describes as brave, learned, handsome, intelligent, pious, cheery, etc. These
qualities could be true descriptions of Salaw, like we said earlier, as he was believed
to have enjoyed an incredibly high reputation among his people as a result of his

knowledge in Islamic law and its sciences, as well as his considerable wealth.

(schildkrout, 1977, p.198). He says of those attributes, (4:6):
G‘ﬁy‘ %}M}N& ‘\&L\LJ‘\::\J\.G \.3.3:\.3

How lovely is his habit and character,
Clemency and gentility, the traits of emirs.

And on piety and good manners, he says, (4:2):
o) 5Sh 3 5lals 4naidld Al g alay Usha ad
Knowledge and piety, are Salaw’s special traits,
And he’s been bestowed the ranks of great men.
The theme of generosity is characterized by cultural traits of the society, which are
exemplified, in the following verses, by the social and material needs of the people. A
chief is praised in African context, not for a reward of gold or thousands of dindrs he
offers to a singing poet as seen in Arabic panegyrics, but for the chief’s personal
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efforts to alleviate the poverty and misery of his people. Salaw’s contribution to the

welfare of his people is outstanding as portrayed in the following verses, (2:101-104):

oY ey b s adlyoes
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His generosity is incomparable,
In these days, he has no peer
For his munificence among creatures,
But his sea never dries out.
He grants all precious objects,
Listen to that, O deluded!
He offfers horse with its saddle,
To him, it’s effortless.

He continues, (2:106-107):

oseenl 4y Lagdd (any IS
LAl g il 138

And also give away shirts,
And he’s loved by people.
And also expensive burnoose,
Whose value is highly expensive.

And still on Islamic virtues, he says (3:23-24):

f);ui‘)ha'%d:é ;Bmﬁ\,lm)\.u.a
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He was already generous,
Before becoming an amir.
And he feeds the indigent well,
As well as orphan and the captive.

The poet, too, was a beneficiary of the chief’s benevolence. He describes his benefits
as (3:28-33):

ASeldlad 1) e ke 08
sawalliSy  0sdJS U
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He was always generous to me,
Through his continuous offerings.
And assorted dresses,
And the recorded book.
More dresses and garments,
Jubbah and scarf.
As well as rams and chicken,
Meats and honey.
Surely, he cater for my needs,
By his own hand, even in hard times.

He then uses ancestral lineage as an object of praise. Even though Alhaj Umar and
Salaw were not from the same town, both owe allegiance to one larger Hausa
hegemony, hence they share one ancestral lineage; aside the fact that Salaw was born
of a Dagomba mother and a Katsina Hausa father, while Umar, who has been living in
Gold Coast (now Ghana) since 1874, was born of pure Kebi family of Hausaland. The
poet refers to the ancient origins of patron’s ancestors, and his great grandfather who
had bestowed baraka ‘%, on the patron since then and which he’s still enjoying. He

says (2:19-23).

J_x.&_a‘).s.h.ac 1‘»4; ‘,Léé]h.i
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That was our Salaw, the amir,
Ghadanfaru, the famous.
The grandson of Kumayau people,
Of Zayi, Takuru and Goro.
Alhaj has blessed him,
Alhaj Diko, the amir.
He has touched Hussein’s head,
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That’s extremely delighting,
And prayed, O God, bless

For, this is a protector.
Drawing on classical similes and images he describes the chief’s attributes as ‘rain’
for his openhandedness and prosperity he brought in the community (2:47), a lion,
perhaps for his courage to stand against his enemies and the courage with which he
carried out the campaign to rid his people of the plague epidemic which befell Kumasi
in 1924; his face radiates like pomegranate blossom (2:50), his muscular built equal
that of ‘Kukubor’"’ (an ancient Egyptian king?) (2:51), and he is like the sun around
which revolves all the other chiefs (2:52-53).

The atmosphere surrounding Salaw’s appointment to the royal office has been
turbulent, characterized by bickering and mudslinging. So the poet had to find means
to quell protests from some elements within the society. He then resorted to finding
divine endorsement of his patron’s appointment, where he says even angel, by popular
acclamation, elected him to lead his people. He says (2:5 7-60):

[FVN A B elazad Ayl il
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God has predestined
That Salaw becomes an Amir
Celestial beings have besought
(Saying) O God! This (Salaw) befits
To become a leader
As long as the world revolves
The poet, probably, resorted to finding divine justification for Salaw’s leadership
when in the later periods of his reign, the British granted the Zongo community the
permission to establish their own tribunal based on Islamic sharia, by which the chief

was empowered to hear civil and criminal cases; he could also summon people to

court for insulting a chief or disobeying his orders; he could imprison, fine or banish
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also as an evidence of their strong religious faith. He listed the names of around thirty

personalities, some with the kind of help they offered and others are mere accolades,

but for them all, he says, (12:7-9):

Ml salla slisd o &) glial (y gallia aa
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They are the pious, God’s bosom friends,
They are generous, social reformers.

They offered for the repair of the structure,
For they were among the magnanimous.

Alhaj Umar’s panegyric poetry, like all of his other genres, may be viewed from the

following standpoint. It may, perhaps, be fair to assume that the poet had maintained

the traditional function of the genre, where the concept of ‘exchange for praise’, is

intrinsically, represented in the generosity of personalities he praised, even if the poet

was not directly the beneficiary of these gestures. Salaw’s philanthropic donations as

well as material contributions of members of the poet’s community for mosque

renovation were, ostensibly, what triggered the poet’s zeal to sing praises to them.

Even his boasts of, personally, enjoying some gifts, in the form of clo thing and even

food, are clear manifestation of this exchange. But on the whole, the overruling force

for his composition, arguably, remains the promotion of societal moral norms and

Islamic principles of sharing and service to humanity.

I1. Satire (Aijd)
Hija is one of the oldest agrad 15 11 classical Arabic poetry, where a poet from one
Arab clan stood to defend his people with his poem, against the literary attacks of

another clan. The genre later developed to involve individual exchanges and attacks,

until in early Islamic period, Muslims incorporated it into part of their
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This period witnessed some restrictions in its form and function, as individual

Muslims were asked not to satirized one another but only use it against their enernies.

But Alhaj Umar has his own focus, not against people of faiths other than Islam, but

his own Muslim brothers; Muslim elements in the society who violate the moral and

religious values; enemies of the people. They are those engaged in deception and

falsehood, vices that have plagued his society, and he was out to wipe them out, not

through the sword, of course, but his tongue; his speech. He says on that (1:142):

Qmm}aua)\.mgﬂ QUJMQCM\\.‘JLHS

We possess no weapors, O chief,
But our weapons are our [ongues.

Among the themes that feature significantly and recur in his satirical poems are

themes of Illiteracy, ignorance, and intelligence; so that, an individual’s personal merit

or status is determined by inadequacies observed in his intelligence, upon which he or

she is satirized. AThaj Umar’s targets come in different forms and shapes. And their

activities could either be against the societal norms, and therefore, offensive, or could

be simply un-Islamic. He satirized individuals as well as groups of people, He

satirizes governors and the governed, noble and the commoner, which he says he does,

not out of malice, hatred or jealousy, but to reform and repair the errors of the society

by simply telling the ‘truth’ (8:91):

Lagd el 0S1 aulag pgie Cond

I’'m not jealous of them,
But truth becomes obligatory.

And in his criticism of one Musa, he says of his purpose of writing (8:108):
Ly (3all cld ety Aie Gl
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Defaming him was not nty goal,
I tell the truth, to be chronicled.

In the introductory prose to his satire on an intruding student, he says:
«“After a short while, this ‘siniyya’ poem came to our mind, and we satirized him with
it (hajawndu bihd), and it became the song of the day”.

The above verses, then demonstrate the real purpose of Alhaj Umar’s satire poems;
to solely establish the truth, for it to be chanted; thus, it becomes a watch word in all

human dealings:

.l o 1t g gad 3 o

When (occasion of) truth avails itself,
We are those to voice it, for it to be chanted.

Criticism of Groups of people

The civil war of Salaga provided the context, within which his fiercest literary attack
could be said to have been voiced out. And not even that, at the feceivmg end of this
attack, are the highest ranking figures of the society, the chiefs and their
commissioners. The war, like it has been presented in previous chapters, started,
basically, with a dispute over chieftaincy. One of the contenders called Kpembe-wura,
was instigated by his supporters t0 attack his opponent, Kabach-wura, so as to capture
smore land. The latter fled and sought refuge with the Nanumbas. Allied forces,
consisting of the Nanumbas and Dagomba, attacked Kpembe-wura in his own
territory, removed him from power to reinstall Kabach-wura. The war caused the
people of Salaga to scatter in all directions. They left their town, after their chief was
slaughtered, for the invading allied army to loot properties, including monies, the

source of pride and opulence for the defeated chief and his cohorts.
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In those verses, he pours out vituperations and utter distaste for the activities of i
authorities in Salaga. Alhaj Umar accuses them of what he calls ‘infidelity’ and
wicked ways. He expresses his misgivings against the corrupt practices of people in
authority. He attacks activities of chiefs and their cohorts, who have formed separate
bandits to engage in daylight robbery and looting of ‘salt, meat, alum, and cowries
from the market (1:62). He accuses them of oppression, deceit, notoriety, perfidy,
falsehood, etc, therefore, do not merit their positions. Hete is what he says about them

(1:77-84):
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On their heads they carried deceit,
They abandon truthfulness for intrigue.
They loved nothing but deception,
And enjoyed showing off.
Stroke of fortune doesn’t trouble them,
Because they were so full of perfidy.
They raced horses from vanity,
Extorted money in a haughty way.
Made themselves kings,
Adopted a tyranny style of behavior.
Whoever told the truth,
They wrongfully scolded him.
Nay, I wish they had sense!
Instead, they were the most ignorance.
They took themselves for king,
But they were no kings at all!

The attacks on the authorities’ absolute disregard for public order and social justice or

what the poet regards as such, continue with new revelation of their evils, that’s their
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schemes to divide ulama and create enmity among them, through their favoritism ot

one section against the other. He says (1:100-103):
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When they attend people’s assembly,
They discriminate among the learned.
And choose among them with pride,
They assume they are of dignity.
(But) they disdained Muslims altogether,
And committed whatever evil they liked,
Never saying good of anyone,
Nor seeking the reward of heaven.

The second section of people who have suffered his attacks were his colleagues, the
ulamd, who, in West Africa, were attached to some chiefly functions in the chiefs’
palaces. They, at times, exhibited some dubious characters. These so-called clerics

contributed in fueling enmity among the chiefs, according to the poet. So, their

teaditional function came under his attack. He believes they were behind most of the
ethnic clashes the region has witnessed. In addition to that, he was also known for his
strong criticism of Muslim spiritual magicians, whose practices were deeply rooted in

West African Islam; these are the sorcerers, soothsayers, sand diviners etc. In fact, he

always describe them as imposters who pretended to be promoting societal interests
by providing dubious spiritual services, but whose real goal was the monetary rewards

they derived from their unsuspecting clients.

According to Alhaj Umar, these ‘Malams’, in the colonial days, were expected to use

their spiritual powers to rid the people of their sufferings and dispel the invading
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enemy, the Imperialists. In one of his poems, giving accounts of colonial invasion of

Africa, he describes the soothsayers in the following verses (6:83-86):
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We thought there were people in Barghu,

Who 're warriors fighting unchallenged.
We noticed a bowl carried on the head,

And bows with poisoned arrows.
Possessing tools and concoctions,

And various poisons on the dunghill.
These are but lies and falsehood,

For they discarded them and fled in confusion.

And again in Ghana (then Gold coast), the historic functions of Muslim clerics in
Gonja, were strongly linked with chiefly affairs, which combined both traditional
customs and beliefs with some Islamic rites. Among these functions were, to offer
prayers and cater for the spiritual needs of the chiefs, by producing amulets. So they
had more in common with chiefs and their traditional rites than with the strict Islamic
doctrines. Through their production of these amulets, they may turn into soothsayers
with time. They are among those the poet says instigated the war in Salaga, he says in

one poetic account of the war (1:128-136):
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The soothsayer asked him, O sultan,
Have you forgotten or you're possessed?
Verily, a foe is in the garden,
Aiming at your death, no trickery.
Reprimanding the soothsayer, he asked,
Who in heaven will descend or come close?
Suddenly, he answered, he will come,
Whilst you're asleep, and you Il feel not.
He asked, what’s the medicine of murder?
He replied, give to charity, ceaselessly.
The sultan embarked on questioning
The Muslim magicians and sand diviners.
He became frightened and feared death,
He continued muttering the words.
He squandered his money to avert the evil,
But he chose among the Muslim magicians.
They twined and plotted in secrecy,
In order to squander his money with perfidy.

Still, on their consultations with the sand diviners (soothsayers), he comments (1:32-
36):
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They investigated the science of the sand,
And sought the secrets of men.
They darted about between the places of learning,
To find out the reality about remorse.
Their mind flew off at this event,
For (there were) great number of wounded and dead.
They did their best to stop it,
But our God is controller of all destinies.

They appear as pouring out tears,
But their sins were a hindrance to them.

On the misappropriation of knowledge by the ulama, that’s, not benefiting from it,

themselves or others, he says of these ulama (1:97):
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Did you not see they’re learned,
(But) misappropriated it, it’s unjust.

And on those who instigated the chiefs to enter the battle, he refers to as ‘ignorant’
(1:145-146):
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How many of the ignorant say, O sultan!
Dispatch an army to the Ghudran."
So as to get comfort in the kingdom,
And own land without any partner.
And the king did dispatch army but they were ruthlessly ruffled and they lost
miserably to the other camp.
Hija features prominently too, in the poet’s panegyric to Salaw, chief of Zongo

community. His appointment to that position did not go without oppositions and

protests, as has been referred to in his panegyrics section above. The first protest came

from his own tribesmen, Hausa, who questioned the chief’s eligibility to the post of

Sarkin Zongo, a post reserved for a man of full Hausa parentage. So, the poet, acting
as the spokesman of the chief, decides to return their dissent with an attack on what he
believes was nothing but sheer jealousy. Umar seems not to have taken lightly to these

objections and so responds with strong words, so strong that he invokes divine curses

against them. He says, (4:17-19):
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As for the losers, they are savages, and so,
They did spread vicious rumors.
By God, he (Salaw) offered us benefits
Repeatedly, it will grow endlessly.
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May the enemy perish, may they be annihilated,
Amen! For they are full of hatred.

And in (3:87-90), he wrote:
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May the enemy be subdued
The unjust and the treacherous
May the enemy be destroyed
Completely, the envious
They came up with lies
Skillfully fabricated
Whoever conspires evil
Will surely perish

Such vituperations, often, stem from the fiercest feud between enemies. And for it
to reach such point where the poet invokes very strong divine curses, reminiscent of
holy book discourse, then the issue, perhaps, is more than mere observing a poetic
convention; it is real and very personal, not even somebody’s fight but the poet’s own
fight. The basis of this observation rests solely on one historic fact, that’s Salaw’s
quarrel with one Abdallahi Tanu. The story briefly goes like this:

Tanu was born of a Ghanaian Fante mother and Nigerian Hausa father; and he was
said to have received his certificate from Alhaj Umar Kete-Krachie, and, perhaps, also
the Tijanyya wird."” His argument on Arabic grammar with one of chief Salaw’s
highly respected teachers, Malam Babali, seemed to have worsened the already shaky
relation between him and the chief on one hand, and Alhaj Umar, on the other. The
chief settled his score with him when he (the chief) outlawed his marriage with a
divorced woman, who, it was alleged, had not completed her waiting period ( ‘idda).

Tanu was deported out of Kumasi as a punishment.
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This period must have witnessed heated debates and bickering among these nobles.
Alhaj Umar was, seemingly, linked to this fight, from one point, on the basis of his
relation with the chief; but from the other point, and which directly relates to him, was
Tanu’s attacks on his integrity on doctrinal issues. Tanu was said to have discarded
Tijaniyya because of what he referred to as Alhaj Umar’s dishonesty in the order
(Stewart C., 1965, unpublished thesis). So, from this perspective, the poet’s incessant
condemnations against their (he and Salaw’s) common enemies could well be

understood.

Criticism of Individuals
Alhaj Umar also satirized two individuals, separately. One was a student, who was
said to have challenged him on his mispronunciation of the last word in, ‘al-hamdu
Jillahi’.'® In one sense, this case may be regarded as very trivial, and needed no
serious attention. But in another sense, for a prominent scholar and educationist like
Alhaj Umar, it surely, has a very serious social implications as well as a threat to his
personal integrity. In Alhaj Umar’s own words, he narrates:
‘What happened was, while we were with a large number of our students, a man of
the evil ones suddenly intruded upon us. While a student was, by then, reading to
me, the intruder came listening. Upon completion of his reading, the student gave
thanks to God by saying: ‘al-hamdu lillahi’, and so I repeated after him: ‘al-hamdu
Jillahi ta’dld’. At that point the intruder criticized us by saying:  This is haram
(unlawful), and forbidden in shar’ (Islamic Law), whoever utters this word (this
way), he’s seriously rebuked’.
This brings into focus one social phenomenon that existed before, but still prevails
among Muslim scholars in Ghana, if not the whole of West Africa. It is what one may
call, “literacy challenge’, by which a scholar’s knowledge or learnedness is called to

test or challenged, the intent of which was only to discredit him. For this reason, one’s

intelligence or educational accomplishment becomes an enviable property that not
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only places him in the upper class of the community’s social ladder but also serves as

a weapon by which he safeguards his acquired status or with which he attacks his

enemies. Someone who is learned, then, becomes the pride of his immediate family,

or in some cases the whole community, reminiscent of the place of a poet in pre-

Islamic Arabia, precisely, like what ensued between Tanu and the Salaw’s teacher

above.
So, such challenges are in most cases fuelled by sectarian disputes on doctrinal

differences and may escalate and lead to deadly conflicts. It often begins at preaching

grounds where a member of an opposing sect is sent to ask controversial Islamic

questions that’s only meant to humiliate a preacher. On the other hand, a scholar may

mount the pulpit and satirized an enemy’s sermon delivered earlier. It is, therefore,

very likely that these trends were very prevalent in the poet’s days, which probably,

explain his frequent allusions to learning and related matters. The poet attacks the

intruding student (9:11-12):
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Read books of the noble, never be lazy,
Perhaps, your eyes hardly watch books.
Never would someone believe your teacher’s word,

Save the riff-raff and a sly.

Drawing upon an old Arab proverb, which goes like this: sl L s el

usually quoted to someone who ‘acts bigger than he really is’, Umar describes the

man as (9:15-16):
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Small bird feigning eagle, not in us,
By our source, we tell human among mammal.
For our teacher, Uthman instructed us,
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(On) the difference between buffalo and ‘Jamoos 3

The intruder, obviously, isn’t of equal status as the poet, as he claims his argument is

based on what he heard from his Sheikh, but not built on any personal knowledge.

Yet, the poet decides to respond to the challenge, which he believes has beneath it a

malicious intent, like pointed out earlier: to defame him. He says (9:2-5): .
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They came and peddled distorted words,
All their sayings are false whenever it’s measured.

They 've shamelessly invaded the school,
And what they fabricated became a delusion. :
For saying that we erred in Almighty’s name, |-
Shame to their temptation, shame!, Shame!

They studied not morphology, let alone
Metaphors, they 've become nothing but buffaloes.

One other individual, who suffers criticism from the poet, is one Musa who dupes

people, with the pretext that he is a religious reformer. He seems to wield some

influence and spiritual power in the eyes of his new followers. Of course, a stranger

LANNR I I A

malam, who suddenly appears in a Muslim community like Kete or Salaga, donning a

long Egyptian clerical burnoose with a white turban wrapped around the head, and

who is hardly seen eating, drinking or even speaking to people would, definitely,

enjoy, in his new environment, that ‘Sheikhic’ grandeur as could be said of prominent

scholars like Usman Dan Fodio or Ahmad Bamba.!® This is more so, when his
mission, as it is stated in the poem and which he has already embarked on, was to
demolish all the idols of the animist religions, employing the same jihadist strategy of
sending letters to chiefs in far away kingdoms as well as surrounding villages asking
people to perform five daily prayers and fasting (8:7 -10). This operation, according to
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the poem, is not only aimed at Kete township, but covers towns like Salaga (8:36),
Nanumba (8:37), Wenchie (8:39), kintampo (8:42), Nkuranza (8:43), and it really
did.*

If he had accomplished this mission, his name would have been added among
celebrated West African jihadists, the likes of Alhaj Umar al-Futi, and Uthman Dan
Fodio. It, therefore, means local malams, who might have succeeded in establishing
names and prestige in their areas of influence would, probably, need to assess the
looming danger and see how damaging it could be to their own personal integrity, or
to the welfare of the community. In fact, it is unlikely that Musa would succeed in
winning over people of other faith into Islam, but may only attract more followers
among the local Muslims who would have interpreted his mission alongside the
jihadist principles and would, therefore, welcome any of such movements whose main
target is made to appear as directed at the religious cults of the traditionalists, whose
relationship with the Muslims hadn’t been all that good. Beside that, Islam of that
region, in those days, was strongly influenced by the doctrines of the Tijaniyya order,
particularly one associated with drumming and dancing. So, the leading scholars, who
belong to this order, enjoy popular support, especially, for the fact that they satisfy the
spiritual demands as well as the aesthetic aspect of the order: the religious dances.

So, probably, with all these in mind, Alhaj Umar, quickly, reasserts his social
function and his responsibility to uphold moral codes of his society, by standing
against charlatans, like Musa, whose activities are not only geared towards their own
whims and caprices but pose a great threat to social order and peaceful coexistence.
When Musa first appeared in the community, he went into his crusade against cultural
practices of the indigenes of Kete-krachie. The poet describes his activities as (8:10-

13):
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He orders for prayers,
And fasting, forcefully.
He demolishes idols and deities,
Wandering east and west.
They claim he eats not,
Nor tastes any drink.

He imposed self-silence among people,
So as to appear cultured.

Then the poet says (8:20):
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This is all but deception,
Only to gain benefits.

The poet exposes the man’s deception and fraud (8:33-34):
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He limited his food
To date palm and herbs,
He accumulates money secretly,
In a covered boxes.

Alhaj Umar’s tries to reach his goal through his admonitions, which, always revolve
around what he refers to as the ‘truth’; and he is very keen in establishing it through
his attacks to whoever is an obstacle to human progress. Community leaders who, by
their deeds, infringe upon the rights of an individual must be criticized, like the case
of Salaga war. Elements within the society who are bent on causing mischief by,
unduly, criticizing or maligning those in authority must be disciplined, as happen in

the case of chief Salaw and his enemies. And then crooks in the society, tricksters and

the fraud must be exposed and adequately dealt with, like the case of Musa and his
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cohorts. And with the above accomplishments, the poet may seem t0 have carried out
his mission, and it remains on record.

The theme of education runs through this genre t00. We saw in Chapter Two, the
restricted nature of literacy among Ghanaian Muslims and the prestige that goes with
whoever is fortunate to have acquired it. Therefore, the slightest attempt from anyone
to bring this invaluable skill into disrepute may not be taken lightly. Apart from the
compelling urge for a scholar to come out and save his reputation, which comes under
attack, the occasion avails him an avenue t0 improve upon his status and reputation by
further exhibiting more knowledge in the form of new Islamic ideas, more flowing
rattling of Arabic language Of the use of complex Arabic vocabulary. The last case
may be rare, as Alhaj Umar is, perhaps, the only known reputed Arabic poet in Ghana,
judging by his writings, and none of his caliber is heard of after he was gone.

111. Elegy (rithd)

From the anthology, only one poem (poem 5) could be identified to bear the same
features as that of the traditional Arabic theme of rithd. In the list of Umar’s poems
published in Goody, 1968, two poems have been identified as elegies; the first one is
titled, Sul al- Rathi, and it is written to elegize one Muhammad, father of al-Hajj Salih
(of Jenne); the second one, entitled, Ma balu Hind na’at ‘annd bighayri qila is an
elegy written by the poet after the death of his son, Alhaj Labbu, and this one happens
to be (Poem 5) in the anthology.

In the traditions of classical Arabic poetry, a poem of ritha is basically a poet’s
lamentation over the death of someone close to him, his expression of genuine feeling
for the loss as well as a display of real grief over its effect on the society, vis-a-vis, the
deceased’s contribution t0 their general welfare. In the same vein, the poet is expected

1o minimize the effect of the calamity and sorrow ont the close relatives, through his
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carefully-chosen words and allusions to divine will and wisdom, and God’s overall
control over the whole creation.

Alhaj Umar’s poem of rithd, like most of West African poems of this genre and, of
course, the Arabic ones of the same tradition, provides a platform for the poet to, not
only grieve over the lost of his son, but also serves as a medium through which he
sings the deceased’s virtues, generosity, achievements, and other human qualities. In
this elegy, verses that demonstrate the poet’s real grief are very few, but could be felt
in his sober account of the funeral rites and depiction of the mood at the funeral site.
The son’s departure, (represented here by Hind, in the classical opening nasib’") threw
the whole village into terrifying quietude, causing her friends to spend sleepless nights
in mourning like how a lion awaits the return of a missing cub. He narrates (5:5-6):
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Lavers spent sleepless nights,
(Like) the worry of a lioness on the loss of the cub.
Lovers became, regrettably, overwhelmed by silence,
And the tears as shed, are conspicuous.
And yet, his genuine feeling of grief and, perhaps, his realization of the enormity of
the loss are expressed in this sudden outburst:
O, Hind! O, Hind! When is our meeting day?
And, then, an intervening voice responded, ‘No more meeting till....(5:11)... ‘the
resurrection day’, concludes another imaginary voice. There and then, the bitter reality
dawn on the poet, demonstrated by a change of the poetic form from narrative mode

(5:1-11) to a poetic lamentation, as illustrated in the following lines (5:12-13):
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No doubt, no doubt, we've, indeed, parted,
What a loss, a parting that separates .
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And so it’s said, no delight for us,
In this world, verily, the matter is enormous.

Alhaj Umar solely derives his consolation from his faith and the belief about

predestination, for he believes whatever befalls man, it is within God’s will and

wisdom, and one ought to only surrender to this divine will. He says (5:28):
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Neither this nor that, he died young,
As ordained by the almighty, the beneficent.

He says (5:69-70):
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Nothing, therefore, befalls outside the scheme,
(It’s) within God’s knowledge, his well-ordered scheme.
For when it’s ordained, we’re not alarmed by sadness,
Enough to grieve over the nobles, who strived and excelled.

Even the deceased’s achievements are weighed on the performance of his religious
obligations, and educational accomplishments (5:42-44):
My ey al g de A e 8 @ﬂ\@m&d\ﬁ&uﬂ!
Thank God, he’s been blessed in this world,
He died with prestige, but not in futility.

He has achieved four successes in order,
Knowledge, pilgrimage, kingship, and a fortunate end.

He did not fail to draw upon the classical motif to extol the decease’s merits and
qualities (5:30):
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He’s like a full moon that lights up the night,
Whose light becomes useful when the moon disappears.
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But with his departure, darkness took over,
And spread a thick veil (of grief) and sorrow.

An on his generosity, he says (5:54-56):
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His death brought grief to all and sundry,
Even in his hard times, never was he close-fisted.
But his generosity is inclusive and never selective,
Thus his reputation, save the cruel and enemy.

Alhaj Umar would, definitely, have prayed fervently to invoke God’s blessing on
the deceased; normally, this happens at the burial ground, according to the Islamic
tradition in West Africa. In fact, because of his deep knowledge in Islamic Law, he
would be made to lead the prayer. And it is, perhaps, here that his emotions and real
grief would have been realized and also witnessed. He, somehow, manages, through
this narrative, to depict the sorrow and grief as expressed by relatives and love ones,
but show little of it himself. He needs not show it, so he says, because, when a noble
man dies, there is no cause for alarm; more so, if the noble is able to accomplish four
goals in life: knowledge (Islamic one, obviously), perform the pilgrimage to Mecca
(which took around seven years to reach from Ghana, in those days), come from a
dignified lineage and, finally, die when all of the above have been achieved. Alhaj
Labbu had achieved them all, and nothing more is expected from the father than to

always pray for the soul of the deceased, which follows (5:72-78):
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O, God, water his grave with continuous flow,
Of tranquility, as much as the quantity of sand,
Spill on him your plentiful blessing,
Smallest amount of which can fill plains and mountains.
And let lily and narcissus grow on his grave,
Violet, jasmine, and many, many others.
His grave be filled with fragrance of Musk and ambergris,
Fairly (distributed), and a beautiful partner with sweet smells.
Show mercy, O, the gracious, the eternal,
For the sake of associates who gave comfort to the martyr.
Accept him into paradise without judgment,
And accept him in Darus Salam, O, Salam!
Protect us from the temptations of this world, O, the eternal!
For, in our world are what the mind cannot grasp.

IV. Battle Poems.

Battle poetry, is another genre in Islamic literary tradition that developed as a result of
military expeditions of early Muslims to expand Islamic territorial sovereignty. It
served as propaganda machine in religious battles, where a poet roused the fighting
spirits of Muslim army by extolling their courage and heroism. Muslim poets used the
same channel to respond to the enemy’s accusations and machinations, especially their
diversionist tactics. And by the nature of these functions, the poetry remains the
medium by which accounts of these battles were chronicled. Narrative mode is almost
always the compositional feature of this genre, while the descriptive style forms one
of the core components that enhance the clarity of its images.

Alhaj Umar has used the same literary convention to chronicle one of the major
wars to have erupted in his time, the Civil war of Salaga. So in his poetry, two poems
of this genre, (Poem 1, and one other which is not in the anthology) have enjoyed
much more attention and concerns of Western historians. English translations of both
poems by B. J. Martin have already been published. These works give detailed

accounts of the war from both European and Ghanaian perspectives. Nehemia
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Levtzion, in his book, ‘Muslims and Chiefs in West Africa’, also drew on Alhaj
Umar’s account of the war which not only threw more light on the Muslim’s position
in this struggle but displays the poet’s stand against the hypocrisy of his colleagues
and what Umar calls ‘chiefly abuse of authority’. Even though his account was not
aimed at giving historical facts or report more than unleash emotional outburst or what
could be termed ‘poetic rebuke’ to acts that cannot adequately be explained away by
any Islamic principle or for which one could not find any justification.

Ghana has been bedeviled with ethnic conflicts and chieftaincy disputes since time
immemorial, and it has had very devastating consequences on some aspects of its
development. A recent war, in which a paramount chief was beheaded, is still vivid in
our minds. So for Alhaj Umar to see the need to chronicle the Gonja incidents for
future reference actually attest to his vision and foresight.

So, to put an aspect of the story into the context of this section, a little prompting
may not be out of place. The poet gives the date of the battle as Wednesday, 13™ Rabi
’I- thant. Alhaj Umar’s narrative seems to indicate his misgiving about the
circumstances that led to the war, incidents revolving around a chief, Kpembe-wura,
whose supporters persuaded him to attack a neighbor chief, called Kabach-wura. The
latter fled after his attackers defeated him and he sought refuge with the Nanumbas, a
tribe located in nearby town. So, this tribe, Nanumba, formed a coalition with the
Dagombas, and attacked Kpembe-wura, the invader, in his own territory and removed
him from power in order to reinstall Kabach-wura. The war recorded many deaths and
caused the people of Salaga to scatter in all directions.

Using a narrative style, Alhaj Umar paints a real human mental torture and torment
as people await one of the worst human calamity ever recorded in Ghanaian history.

And he seems comfortable employing it in most of his poems, and particularly more
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so in this battle poem, in which he depicts the conditions of two warring factions as
they become psychologically disturbed, gripped by mental unrest as they struggle to
find a way out of the looming catastrophe (the war). ‘Minds went off like gunshots,
peoples’ faith was shaken’, till you imagine them as brainless’(1:24-28) :
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Beginning of the affair when observed,

Approached easily, just like it’s told.
But at the core lies the mystery, if you grasp,

And minds were fired, it went haywire (batta-batta).
Our minds flew off over this battle,

And communities were razed with the riot.
Until you see them brainless,
(For) they don’t consult with the avaricious (poor).

The poet claims that the invading chief entered the war even though his giant stature
and muscular built did not help him much, as he lacked the fighting spirit, which
might have led to his defeat. The poet gives descriptions of the horrible scenes of that

battle in following verses (1:186-189):
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They felt Sultan lampur did not return
So they went onto the blazing clamor,
When they entered the battle
They became frightened, retreated and turned away.
They failed, disgruntled and intimidated.
They achieved not their wish but were disappointed.
Even their leaders were killed,
So they were covered with signs of remorse.




This was in their first meeting with the enemies. The second meeting was depicted as

(1:202-209):
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They set off for the compound on the hill

But he shot muskets at them like showering rain.
They lifted their spirits, saying,

Don’t be frightened, we 're attacking.
So it was, until many were wounded,

For they had forgotten their shields.

Horses were hit by bullets,
Men dropped as they were struck.

Eventually Imam was thrown from his horse.
They became frightened, as smoke covered the cloud.

With smashes of weapons,
Whoever shouted could not be heard.

Now they had many dead and wounded.
Had it been, would that be of any use.

Against their will they fled,
They have no choice but to flee.

And in another scene, he skillfully captured the dreadful and gloomy battleground,

(1:213-217):
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And when he got to the compound,

The air around them was laden with dust.
His heart was choked with rage,

In his obstinacy he forgot death,
Muskets began to rain bullets on him.
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His horse bolted from the storm of arrows.
The air was full of crushing guns.
And the atmosphere filled with powder smoke.

His horse ran off bellowing,
The cavalry withdrew, groaning and shouting.

They left their town, after their chief was slaughtered, for the invading allied army to
loot properties, including monies, the source of pride and opulence for the defeated

chief and his cohorts, as described by the poet (1:235-2239):
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They tied up their goods and fled,
Left their homes and went off.
They abandon their monies and buried,
The enemy came along and stayed.
Then dug out what'’s buried in the ground
And destroyed the compound
People scattered on the day of escape,
They dispersed while they cried, ‘awo..awo!
They spread like locusts,
In every direction, this is serious!

Other poems, in Athaj Umar’s works, that has received a considerable attention and
accorded him the accolades of western historians were those whose subject matter
deals with the arrival of the Europeans and their activities in various African nations.
Two poems (Poem 6 and 7) have, as its central theme, the European expansionist
activities in some nations purported to have suffered afflictions under these
occupations. Its treatment in (Poem 6) is rather an extended version of (Poem 7).
Interestingly, Alhaj Umar seemed to have been a witness to these events, and so,

intends to awaken Africans to the dangers that loom in the African skies. The miseries

engendered by these invasions and subjugations of peoples of Sudan started long time
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ago and increase by the day. He says his purpose was to ‘narrate this stories from my
mind, not from my heart’ (7:5); referring, obviously, to reasoning rather than sheer
emotion. And it is to ‘compose so as to inform and warn the noble’, (6:10) about ‘the
damages inflicted by the Europeans which came like sand storm’ (6:15).

It is in his treatment of themes that are of social significance, particularly those
pertaining to human suffering, deprivation, and serious social issues that the emotive
aspect of Umar, as a poet, manifests itself. Though the poet claims the emotional part
of him is not involved in the narrative, and yet, as the reader follows these stories
event by event, as they unfold, he could not help but share the narrator’s emotions
with deep sense of sorrow as he is made to relive this African ordeal. He says (6:180-
182):
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My poem is not but for meditation,
And not a poem as that for comedy.
Nor is it for my love for people of the book,
May God forbid for such an assumption.
Nor do I compose it merrily or spiritedly,
But 1 did compose it with grief.
His role as the spokesman of his community owes much to his wide knowledge and
experiences he acquired through extensive travels. And this role he performs through
his poetry, and obviously, he performed it excellently. It is in this light that he expects
his readers to view his poems that depict human agony as a danger sign, a word of
caution. He says (7:6-9):
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Be informed! As the phenomenon ensues,
Its arrival for long established.
Did you not see its spread? O people!
Did you not see as it increases everyday?
Verily it has surrounded Sudan in every angle,
And engulfed the states up to the remotest.
Beginning from Futa Toro, it’s no tale!
Spread to Futa Jaloon, O my two companions.

The affliction emerges gradually from a mere political issue to a crisis, then spread
rapidly among nations further afar. It gets worse until it culminates into abductions to

the unknown lands (7:29-30):
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I hear they abducted some (people),
Of Nupe from their families, who is our savior?
Have they occupied Busa and Yawuri lands?
Even they occupied Gunbe, with no negotiation.

The poet painted some of the images that are somehow horrifying (6:78-79):
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Any head of the people who fights not,
Gets killed with guns and swords,
Then dumped naked on top of a dunghill,
To get devoured by birds with the crown.

And in (6:95-96), he described the cruel activities of the invading army:
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How many villages got inflicted,
With demolition and burning of food.
Their troops entered Zandar with malice,
With flags and catarrh-causing weapons(tear gas).
To raise hell they came with rage,
And at the entrance lie eggs and bones.
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On the whole, his intention, it seems, is to show how far the occupation has gone by
listing the towns and villages that has falling into the hands of the nasara, as he calls
them. One can count not less than 196 towns and villages scattered across western and
eastern Sudan that he claims has been occupied. Some of the ancient African nations,
the very famous among them are Futa Toro, Futa Jallon, Timbuktu, Jenne, Seghu,
Shingit, Masina, Gobir, Kong, Dagomba, Gonja. Others too, that have now grown into
modern cities were Dakar, Wagadougou, Ibadan, Abeokuta, Illorin, Abuja, Accra
among others. In order to further shed more light on some of the countries he adds
descriptive phrases like ‘town with a big salt market’, ‘land of food’, like Sarfar and
Bambara respectively. Others too are said to be ‘lands of the nobles and the learned’,
like Timbuktu.

So, basically, the salient events as told by Athaj Umar in his poems, run like this.
When the Europeans first arrived in Africa, they told the people that they came to
trade as well as spread message of peace and good tidings. It wasn’t long when their
real intention came to light. He presents the disappointment of the Africans in the
following lines, (6:15-22):
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The calamities of the Whites I compose,
Their afflictions have come to us like dark cloud.
At the start of the affair, they came peacefully,
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And soft talks and nice system.
‘We *ve come to trade’, they said,

‘And to reform ways’,
‘And stop oppression and robbery’,

‘And sufferings, and abolish taxes’.
Not all of us grasp their motives,

So now we *ve becomes their inferiors.

They deluded us with little gifts,
And fed us tasty foods....
Little did we know they came,
To govern, like the kings in the tents,
In order to build barracks in the lands,
Ornamented with colorful marbles.
Soon they changed their sayings
Just as God stated in his words.
Then they ‘hoisted’ the flags in every town
And the indigenes became like servants.
The flags represent their dominion imposed on the innocuous and unsuspecting
Africans, who watched with little resistance, as the Europeans scramble for their
lands. That was about two centuries ago. The question that begs for an answer is: Is

the scramble for African ‘lands’ over?

Other Genres.

Apart from the main genres and themes that have been identified in the anthology,
there are subsidiary themes that the poet has given attention to in some sections of his
poems. Furthermore, the overriding purpose of his poetry, like already alluded to, is,
basically, admonitory and didactic; that’s, it’s intended to praise those who uphold
moral norms and condemn those who violate them. His admonition, invariably,
revolves around the theme of truth and falsehood, deceit and its devastating

consequence. The following genres are the remaining salient elements in his poetry:

V. Devotion and Reflection
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His main devotional works have been those he rendered in tarbi form, which are not
his original creation but an expansion from other works. Apart from that, no poem in
the anthology has been devoted for Islamic devotion, but there are, always, the usual
customary du ‘@’ (petition), found at the beginning and end of each poem, and some
reflections about life on this earth. However, the du ‘@ section, in the poet’s elegy to
his son may be an exception. In that poem, the devotion and petition lies at the very
core of the subject matter, but not just a poetic convention. He is apparently following
an African Islamic tradition where during the funeral rites, God’s blessing is invoked
for not only the deceased but also ancestors long departed. The poet, principally,
includes it in that poem as part of the basic responsibilities of a father paying a tribute
to the dead son. He prays and appeals to God to show mercy and compassion to the
deceased. He prays (5:72-78):
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O, God, water his grave with continuous flow,
Of tranguility, as much as the quantity of sand
Spill on him your plentiful blessing,
Smallest amount of which can fill plains and mountains.
And let lily and narcissus grow on his grave,
Violet, jasmine, and many, many others.
His grave be filled with fragrance of Musk and ambergris,
Fairly (distributed), and a beautiful partner with sweet smells.
Show mercy, O, the gracious, the eternal,
For the sake of associates who gave comfort to the martyr.
Accept him into paradise without judgment,
And accept him in Darus Salam, 0, Salam!
Protect us from the temptations of this world, O, the eternal!
For, in our world is what the mind cannot grasp.
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In few occasions, Alhaj Umar makes allusions to what may be viewed as mysiic

themes. He indicates the transient nature of this world (5:40).
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(I swear) to the master of events, the incident is sorrowful,
This home never is it for the noble.

That this world’s seemingly glamorous materials and extravagance come to nothing
compared to what the poet considers the basic needs of life, at the fore of which is

food. It is normal for a poet to express such spiritual ideas, and the transient nature of

this life, as the convention demands.

In what appears as an emotional crisis, the poet expresses his bewilderment at the
world, its mysteries and the irrational nature of events. In his observation, people who
are at the center of this world’s woes and sufferings are rather the most revered figures

who enjoy the best things in life, while the pious and honest are the less respected and

debased. Surely, the world has gone haywire! (5:79-87).
In his reflection after the demise of chiefs of Salaga in the battle, he says (1 :240-243):
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Things changed, and so departed are the fortunes,
And misfortune took the place of fortune.

Verily, this entire world is delusion,

For once they had been happy,
Disregarding the harsh turn of faith,

For they have engulfed in arrogance.
On the contrary, see the result of mirth.

If yow'd grasped it, it’s all but delusion.

VI. Self-Praise, Vainglory (fakhr)




This theme is always an integral part of his hija poem. After discrediting his
opponents or the subject of his satire, he may need to credit himself with some noble
attributes or deeds. As it has already been alluded to, the theme of education or
intelligence dominates his /ijd poetry, and it occupies a vital place in his

communities’ value system. So, the poet engages in what may be considered a fakhr,
where he exhibits his academic worth, his learnedness, which, in itself, serves as a
defense mechanism. In these verses, he did not only show that he was a man of wide
reading but also abreast with current developments in Islamic and Arabic literary
circles. He demonstrates this by showing what experiences he has acquired in these
perspectives. On the constituents of knowledge, he explains to an opponent (9:10-11):
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Verily, knowledge has root (theory) and research (practice),
Therefore, return to your hut (kukh), and search your notebook.
Be of readers of books from honest men, and don’t be lazy,
Perhaps, your eyes hardly look at books.
He charged his opponents again, and boasts of knowledge in language (9:5):
Lused g Vg Jha 4y gipley g S il B30l | galey o]

They studied not morphology, how much more
Metaphor (tawriya), they 've become nothing but buffaloes.

Apart from the fact that he was well familiar with histories of local chiefdoms and
kingdoms, which he had, himself, chronicled some, he seems to have read also, works
from very famous Arab and European philosophers and grammarians. In fact, the
mere mention of names like Socrates, Aristotle, Plato, and their likes, is enough to
send cold shivers down the spine of any Ghanaian opponent in those years. Ibn Sinai

may not be that frightening, as that name appears familiar to most of Arabic students
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in the region. So, All these names are known to Alhaj Umar. In this respect, he warns

them (9:23-24):
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Whoever comes to us with deception or subterfuge,
Even if he comes donning a crown or burnus.

He would be thwarted in his ambition by our zeal,
With which we studied under Usman.

He boasts of deep knowledge in Animal and plant world too (8:29:30):
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We 're people who can differentiate

Between jasmine (flower) and chicory (vegetable),
So also can we tell

Locust (insect) from bear (animal).

VII. Maxims
Here are some of the maxims he used. It is sometimes difficult to tell the difference
between them and proverbs, which of course, are similar in African cultures. He uses

it a lot in his hija poems. He says (8:94-101):
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Fortunes gained from deceit,
Surely turn into misfortune.
Graces acquired through falsehood,
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Surely, turn into scorpions.
Praises in due course,

Definitely become reproach.
But falsehood in the beginning,

Surpasses refreshing honey.
A swindler in a short while,

Becomes rich with money amassed.
Deceit in the beginning,

Becomes like a buxom virgin.
Surpasses a date palm in sweetness,

And in short time becomes jumbled.
But the truth, its beginning

Is colocynth, then (later) becomes juicy.

The meaning of these maxims comes with some semantic gymnastic. The ideas in the
first three lines are arranged in cause-effect sequence. The causes are in the first
hemistich, and the effects in the second. Then line 4-6, are only an enhancement of the
causes mentioned in the previous lines; that is, further explanation is given of illegal
fortunes, false praises, etc. And then the line 7, reiterates the cause-effect elements,
but this time in its maximum levels; a buxom virgin girl, in the view of the poet, is,
perhaps, the highest pleasure a man may attain, while public disorder and chaos are
the worst calamity that could befall people. Then finally, he concludes with the
concept of truth, his main goal, whose beginning, he claims, is very bitter like

colocynth, and in the end, brings happiness, like the taste of halbab.

In an elegy to son, he says (5:46-48)
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Hyacinth isn’t of worth to the sheep,
As grass, clover, and all pastures.
And gold, money, and pearls isn’t valuable,
To the cattle, as herbs and all kinds of pasture.

And like, a dung beetle and a cow compete for water,
And the cow kills the dung beetle only to wallow in filth.
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Glittering stones and all objects of fashion and beauty (represented by the poet’s
hyacinth, gold, and money in the poem), of course, cannot be useful to the cattle as
herbs.
In another, talking about enemies, he says (2:63):
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The results of envy, already established,
At long last, is depression and destruction.

VIII. Comedy
Alhaj Umar uses his narrative prowess to its best. This owes much to his highly
sociable character and a very keen sense of humor since childhood, for which he was,
playfully, called Dan goje, a fiddler or a comedian. In his account of the European
occupation of Africa, he describes the humiliations suffered by some African chiefs,
and says that Gurma chiefs, who hitherto, had enjoyed some respect and reverence
from their subjects, were turned into slaves by the colonialists. And others who could
not stand the embarrassment simply fled. Bantatughu, who did not hide his flight at
all, was said to have fled like a child (6:66). The king of Niki, upon the sight of the
invaders, shivered like a dove (6:75)., In Karku, Ware and Chichile, even malams, the
so-called nobles, couldn’t stand the trepidation and passed away out of fear. In
Moshiland, disgrace and humiliation did not only affect the kings but the entire
inhabitants, men and women. The poet says, ‘They all fled like wild animals’, and
some fled ‘with the speed of an arrow’.

Much as Alhaj Umar narrates this African ordeal in a style which, perhaps, is
intended to satisfy the reader’s aesthetic needs as well as meet the structural demands

of the genre, he did not fail to point out the serious nature of the subject matter as
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regards its social and moral implications to the overall African welfare. However, the
story must be told, and it must be told in a style that adds life to the events, mournful
events, in this case. So, the poet did not tell the story only in its bare facts like that but
flavored it with some hilarious interjections. Perhaps, the poet’s use of simile for
clarity did more than add color to the imagery, it created the comic relief too. A man
running away from a danger with the speed of an arrow really means to run away; a
chief, who was, always, carried high up on palanquin, to be seen running like a kid
cannot be said to love life so much, but could be explained more on the human natural
instinct which triggers man’s reaction to danger, particularly if the consequence could
be as devastating and gruesome as the picture depicted to us by the poet; nothing
could be more piteous and at the same time humorous than to see beefy men trembling
like doves.
His account of the events of the Salaga War is much more entertaining, of course,
which he says he never meant it for fun. But one cannot but get thrilled by Umar’s
depiction of an army’s show of helplessness as it braces itself with even more helpless
and powerless charms of an Imam who got hit in front of an army he was expected to
protect (1:204-207):
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So it was until many were wounded,
For they had forgotten their shields.
To ward off the spears of the enemy,
Horses were hit by bullets,
Men dropped as they were struck
Eventually Iman was thrown down from his horse.




Like almost all the Arabic poems of that region that can be termed Islamic, Alhaj
Umar’s poetry has, as the underlying principle, the promotion of moral principles and
cultural values, running across all the genres: praises go to whoever upholds these
vittues, who violates it is rebuked. Even his comic relief fall within the same

principles, where personalities who go against the norms of society are turned into
laughing stocks, so it could serve as a check against such deviations.

The diversity of topics in Alhaj Umar’s poetry is what fascinates those who were
associated with his works. And to conclude with a quote from Thomas Hodgkin, he
says, “.....Other West African authors had, of course, written poems of this type— but I
do not know of any earlier writer who produced so remarkable a range of works

dealing with such an interesting variety of events, situations and experielrx:es.”22
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Notes.

1. Qasida is the classical Arabic poem with all its conventions as pertained in pre-
Istamic Arabia.

2. Burda, ‘mantle’ poem is one composed in eulogy of the Prophet Muhammed, by
Ka’b b. Zahair; various versions have been produced afterwards.

3. Takhmis is an expansion of a poem by adding three additional lines on every two of
the original.

4. Tarbi is expansion by adding two lines to the original two.

5. Hunwick, John. “ The Arabic Qasida in West Africa: forms, themes and context”,
in Sperl & Shackle. 1996. Qasida Poetry in Islamic Asia and Africa, Voll, p.83.

6. Both personalities were founders of Qadiriyya and tijaniyya Sufi orders
respectively.

7. Amir is emir or chief in African context.

8. The poet meant (p33) when he said (a3 ), a rare use to mean ‘a servant’.

9. Fagih is a Muslim jurisprudent or jurist; it’s used for a Muslim scholar too.

10. (U2 4 ) means ‘favorable character’, which is rarely used as such.

11. The word (s ) is meant (J32) in that line, meaning collapses or wipes out’.
12. Baraka means ‘blessing’ in both Arabic and Hausa.

13. Annotational comments on the manuscript allude to an ancient Egyptian king
bearing the name as written in the Arabic poem. The king is still not identified.

14. Schildkrout, E. 1977, People of the Zongo. Cambridge: University Press. pp. 198-
205.

15. Agrad in Arabic poetry means ‘genre’.

16. Ghudran is unidentified Ghanaian town, though the word in Arabic means ‘rivers’,
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17. Wird is a Sufi litany, recited at regular intervals.
18. This is the opening chapter of the Qur’an, “Thanks be to God’.

19. The two Shaykhs were founders of the Sokoto emirate and Murid movement of
Senegal respectively.

20. These are all Ghanaian towns.
21. The painful memory of a former love with which many qasidas begin.

22. Hodgkin T. 1969. ‘Islamic Literary Tradition in Ghana’, in Lewis, Islam in
Tropical Africa, Oxford: University Press, p.456.




CHAPTER V
LANGUAGE AND STRUCTURE.

The traditional Arabic poem (qasida) is composed in an elevated register of classical
Arabic, whose grammar is based, exclusively, upon pre-Islamic poetry and the Koran.
Early Arab critics laid down literary rules governing its compo sition, with some
emphasis on its form and the use of linguistic as well as rhetorical devices. But later
developments saw changes in the application of these rules as the world cultures
continue to integrate at various levels, including literary art, and precisely, the
influence of European literature on Arabic literary conventions is the case in point.

However, the use of classical style in poetic writings has continued in West Africa
over the century, and quite a number of Muslim poets from the sub-region are scholars
with not only outstanding skills in their compositions — using Arabic language — but
also exhibit exceptional linguistic erudition; Alhaj Umar is no exception.
The study of Arabic classical poetry formed part of Alhaj Umar’s higher education,
and he is said to have, extensively, read them. Certainly as a poet, he must have
devoted much more time studying them, perhaps, than works on Islamic theology,
Law, and their kinds. R. S. Rattray’s comment in the book, ‘Hausa Poetry’, attests to
Alhaj Umar’s devotion to early Arabic literature, and he says something to the effect
that, Liman Alhajj Umaru, son of mallam Abubakar Umaru was famous for his
learning throughout West Africa, wherever Hausa is spoken. He adds that Alhaj
Umarw’s library included a manuscript of ‘Umru’ul-Qays, said to be 150 years old,
and that he had made a special study over many years of the works of this pre-Islamic
poet, had collected and critically examined much literature on the subject, and had

finally translated the poem into Hausa’.
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1. Style
Four basic features may be identified here relating to his style:
1- Simple Straightforward register

2. Lexical Items: Islamic elements, with strong Koranic style and Imagery.
3. Mixed language (Arabic and Hausa)

Register

The language of his poetry may be described as a simple straightforward kind, fused
with religious overtone, and largely stripped of the rhetoric of the ornate style. It is,
definitely, simpler than works from earlier poets and those of his contemporaries in
the region; works of Fodio family, Abdullai b, Muhammad, Muhammad Bukhari, and
his son Junaid, are examples of the highly ornate style."

The very wide distribution of his poetry among the present generation of ulama in
Ghana may, perhaps, be the result of his poetry constituting part of the educational
materials used in his Kete-krachie school, and its various branches in Gold Coast (now
Ghana). It could be so assumed, on this basis, that an intricate style may not have
suited the standard of his students. Besides that, a complex style may further reduce
the scope of his audience, considering the already deplorable state of education within
Muslim communities of that period. This, precisely, explains why the poet translated
almost all his Arabic poems into Hausa, obviously, to reach wider audience in Ghana
and Nigeria.

Lexical items and poetic motif (ma’ant)

Like most of the Islamic works from that region, his works draw on the imagery and
vocabulary of the classical type. However, the most remarkable trait of the language
of his poetry is its religious character, which reveals a strong Koranic influence in

terms of its lexical items and imagery. This owed much to the traditional educational
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system under which Umar was nurtured (as has already been discussed above) where
Koran study formed the basic tool for his early training and the development of his
linguistic skills. Therefore, the overpowering influence of the stylistic features of the
Koran on his literal output was, to a larger extent, due to his continuous attachment to
the Book since his early childhood days through his career as an Islamic teacher till
his appointment as a spiritual leader. His ideas are at times, so couched in Koranic
imagery and motifs that a reader need not go far to tell from which chapter of the

Koran it was culled: The following verses bear such motifs (9:20-22):

e e M WS, A oy peioe g1 B i ¥y
Ly Ol of (plali) Jie (1 —unsiss) Jias o shas o s
2 e line Uy US sy gaguao ) o ill pg Tn 15l

We obey not those who have gone astray,
Even if they came riding an elephant or rhinoceros.
Even if they 're as knowledgeable as ‘Sanbasara’,
Or like ‘Balham’ or Satan, the accursed.
So they threw their ropes as well as rods,
In fact, as if we hold Musa’s staff.

This is an adaptation from the Koranic verse, 26:44, that refers to the Prophet Moses
against the soothsayers. The poet uses it here to depict his challenge against his
enemies who are said to have surrendered to his literary ‘supremacy’.
He says, while paying tribute to his ancestors (3:83:85):
| ppaad (S 4 i 03 A8 o
V) eida () )Sgl DL_}‘ A =)
‘)‘J.\ac\j‘;é ;w\ﬂl\d.u)g
Dedication to Thani Bin hafsa,
He has been of help.
May God’s mercy go to his father,
So that he may be forgiven.

May God send rain,
To his grave abundantly.
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The motif in the final verse above is picked from Koran, 71:11. Prayer for rain in the
Koranic verse, represents Noah’s promise of God’s prosperity to his people if they
mend their ways. The poet uses rain here metaphorically, to ask for God’s blessing for
his ancestors.
In an advice to Salaw, the subject of his praise, he says (3:69:71):
GV S pa lgmadd ol )l 08Y
Gt P ogmia  glS Hel))
S Saly e gaile sl
Do not act as the past emirs,

They were like captives.

The emirs of Kumasi
Are mischievous, treacherous,’

Incompetent, and full of flaws,
Yet, they devised a tremendous plot.
While Prophet Noah is protesting against the misdeeds of his people in Koran, 71:22,
Alhaj Umar, conversely, (as a member of the people) is criticizing attitudes of those

put in authority, chiefs of Kumasi; a marvelous creative antithesis.

Another adaptation here says (2:90-92):

oY) ads gas Ju IS eV gens

o 13 Ll 5 ped ABY b

We pray against all allegations,
Associated with agonies.
O,World! There are, among them,
No fitting intimate friend.
Surely, the (chilly) shade
O people, and the (genial) heat of the sun are not alike.

The comparison is picked from the Koran, 35:20. The poet’s bosom friends are

represented here by the ‘chilly shade’, while the enemies are the ‘genial heats’.
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He says in his satire against Musa, whom he describes as a charlatan (8:31-32):

T TURVORE [N R o
Wlpoil gian  smpsils

We grasp the symbol when it comes,
Meaning, the Lord, and interest.
O people, how could we equate
Trade in (Islamic) law with usury.

The combination of the lexical items, ‘trade’ and ‘usury’ alludes to the Koranic verse,
1:275, that talks about God permitting trade and prohibiting usury.
Using the similarity in form between the Arabic word, ( LY and (GLY), the poet has

skillfully exposed the actual goal of Musa’s Islamic crusade, which the poet says isn’t

for the sake of God but his own personal profit.

In his description of the mental state of Salaga authorities before their lost battle,

he says (1:41-43):

P PO [PV PUSIP SIS B
il IS agd ds sl gk
T gy e Ypd i peisd

And they became so shaky, shabby, and terrified,
They earnestly prayed to God, but were uncertain.
They conferred and begged O God,
And yet they 're totally unconvinced.
Their tongues agree in word,
(But) their hearts are divided, and they cause mischief.

same imagery painted of the prophet Muhammad’s enemies who were terrified of
his army, despite their (enemies’) seemingly numerical advantage. The same fear is
painted here of leaders of Salaga, whose dealings are founded on treachery, so that

their reliance on God’s help did not still guarantee them the needed stability because

of their misdeeds.
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Apart from the images, the rhyming of the above verses could be seen to follow a

certain rhythmic pattern of the Koran.

Umar’s poetry is replete with these religious features and ideas. Such ideas as the
Final judgment day and division of mankind into two categories: Believers and Non-
believers are depicted in the following (8:115-117):

Wyohgeon  duaim o
‘\._\Sdmua_\.]a.\z'm ‘ag.‘Sé.\:.“d\.u:\

Lgad g aind A a—glady (g jlai
Surely, my God will split,
Between who practice (a faith) and who rebuffs,
All creation will be questioned,
Who obeyed and who objects.
And they will be rewarded accordingly,
Either total Bliss or eternal Hell.

In fact, much as Umar draws, extensively, on the literary devices from the Holy
Book, he makes effort in creating some of his own. Apart from some few ones that
have been quoted above, there are still some more figures of speech that he uses as a
device to conceal ideas that he intended for a section of the community. A vivid
example is his use of metaphorical language to express misgivings against European

activities, especially on issues pertaining to their facilitation of the spread of

Christianity among Ghanaian Muslim communities. He says (6:24):

aladdl Fia ledal Loy Oae JSa el sl 1958 S8

They've ‘hoisted’ flags in every town,
And the natives have become like slaves.

The flags he claimed were hoisted in all the African nations were meant to demarcate

the colonialists’ areas of control. But metaphorically, it denotes Christianity, signified

by the Arabic verb, karaza,' which means ‘to spread or preach the gospel’.
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In the same vein as already stated above, Alhaj Umar exhibits the influence of his
reading and attention to classical Arabic poets, works of whom had served as a guide
to his own works, in terms of imagery as well as vocabulary. In his elegy to his
deceased brother, he says (5:5-6):

Mol g a1 iy iny Al dil i el iy
Sagh 13 dgeaang padll 5 5 Yy Lind Sl aps JS Jlay

Lovers spent sleepless nights,
(Like) the worry of a lioness on the loss of the cub.
Lovers became, regrettably, overwhelmed by silence,
And the tears as shed, are conspicuous.
This is a clear adaptation of an imagery from a line of poetry by al-Nabigatu al-
dhubyan’, in which he complains of stressful long night, which he spent haunted by
his personal problem and hardship:
S S0 e oy ulil iy aalidad b aed S

O, Umayma, leave me in this deep grief,
As 1 spend the sleepless night with its slow moving stars.

Alhaj Umar apparently coined the word (31 from the poet name (444 to create the
imagery painted in the latter’s line.
Drawing, again, on the vocabulary as well as meaning from a famous line in a poem
sang by Tarfat ’ibn al-Abd, which is always quoted to signify generosity in Arab
society, Alhaj Umar creates a verse to exhibit his deceased brother’s generosity to all
and sundry. The line in Tarfat’s poems says:

Broff it PRI Sliall eaislidial A o

In winter, we, in fact, make an open invitation fo afl,
No one among us is selective in his invitation

From this, Umar forms the following line (5:54-56):

D‘EJ\;-*LU"Y;‘ u“)ﬁé“u LQJE'JH"):D U“u-“a'“ °3}.>d-.‘
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But his generosity is inclusive and never selective,
Thus is his reputation, save the cruel and enemy.

Mixed Language

The third feature, the use of mixed language, seems to remain a trademark of his
poems. Apart from his use of local names of African villages and towns, he uses,
though occasionally, vocabulary from his native language, Hausa, but only as a style,
and not for the absence, or his ignorance of its equivalence in Arabic. His poem,
Tunkwiyau, ‘influenza’, is one of the examples he uses such a technique. The poem

describes symptoms, diagnosis and treatment of the disease. Verses (10:3-5), says:

(385)d uAlls Gy eadd didady
(1555 ) aanys 8,8y Qayesfiua dis
(558 )i pe B pudy  1okay gl 6l jiaSol 5

Its initial symptom is said be gall(excretion),
and then follows soon after, influenza
Or dizziness and palpitation,
and (stomach) rumpling, then follows influenza
It appears as (common)bile but it isn't,
neither is it sputum but influenza!

In his hija to Musa, he says in one of the verses (8:59):

Loedy (s dal 1y leS O

Verily, a soothsayers turn to whipping,
‘Bori’ cult dancers and the aged.’

In a panegyrics to Salaw, he addresses him as (3:34):
Iogome lin (e (lSie) Lilue b

O, the generous traveller,’
Live in comfort and joyful.
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In another, he says (1:24-25):

C_\:.MLASD\.@.NaAAE QJ.L.\L)} JAX"K,_\‘A.\
(C.U\:u) d_}'ic Qﬁ) Cugjjxd&&“\.lauj‘,

Beginning of the affair when observed,
Approached easily, just like it’s told.
But at the core lies the mystery, if you grasp,
And minds were fired, ‘batabata’ haywire.

His use of an attention device could still be seen to be part of the Koran
influences, like the attention call normally seen in the Koran as, ‘O ye who believe’,
or ‘O ye people’, etc. Apart from opening address to a traveling companion, or mate,
which, of courses, Umar uses in poems in which he observes the classical convention,
he calls attention of his listeners with such calls as, “O ye, the honorable’ and
normally adds, ‘Listen to me’, like in this verse (8:82-83):

gcugz.m‘ésm | gmanld (Juzadll gljl.;s
LA Jaill el S ) saanld
O ye, the honorable, listen,
I am not, in this poem, joking!
Listen, O ye nobles,
I am not, in my talk lying!
In the Satire on an invader to his school, he began with such calls (9:1):

Ll 138 L jas B 8 1seiild o b by s 58l @) B

Lovrd of the creation, O people, listen and pay attention!
There is in our world this Satan.

II. Structure
Alhaj Umar uses a pure narrative style, with a lineal sequence of thematic units, linked
by maxims, expressed in pithy words, parked with meaningful messages. As it’s

always the case, the overall message resides in his maxims. His poems open with an
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introductory prayer or nasib, as the case may be, followed by the main theme, which
takes the central position, then concludes with the customary<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>