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The month of November 1967 was the 75th anniversary of thé birth of
Mr. Kobina Sekyi, and to commemorate the occosion we present a fragment
of his biography below. ~ Ed.

KOBINA SEKYI: A Fragment of Biography

His full name was William Essuman~Gwira Sekyi, or W. Essuman=Gwira g
Sekyi; either way, it is o resplendent looking and mouth filling name, ohﬂrq!g SO
in tune with the personality of its owner. But in everydoy life he was known -
simply as Kobina Sekyi.

Lawyer, phitosopher, wit, iconoclast and rebel, Kobina Sekyt was,
possibly, unique in the history of Ghana, and his kind may not be repeated .
soon. The elements were not only mixed in him but many. A man of adomantine -
will and strength character; a man so uncompromising in his beliefs about what
was right and proper, that practically to his last breath he put the leadership
claims of the old Aborigines Rights Protection Society before those of any other
“national " organization, past or present; a man of such great intellect and
crushing wit as to strike fear and create apprehension in his opponents ~ Kobina
Sekyi went through life knocking down other people’s idols right and left and
setting up his own.

Clad defiantly in his Kente cloth once outside the law courts, Sekyi
looked out with ill-concealed pity and scom at many kinds of people. Especially
did he despise those African compatriots who so pathetically showed they could
not live outside some of the more ridiculous habits they had culitivated from the
West, like wearing black weolen coats and striped trousers in the middle of the

torturing heat of Africa, or affecting English food tastes exclusively or habitually.

" He laughed at ineptitude, held ignorance in contempt, execrated imitation, and,
to repeat, despised all "Europeanised Africans" - who,could not dispense with himself
Westem philosophy, and poured out Plato, Justinian, and Blackstone with fre-
quency and often without cause. But the more European philosophy he read,
the more African he became .... No,. there has not been a character in recent
Ghana history quite like Kobina Sekyi, and without his story it would be a
poorer history. [f Britain cannot afford to miss her Bemard Shaws and Bertrand
Russells, neither could Ghana have afforded to have missed her Kobina Sekyi.
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This remarkable man first came to public notice when, soon after his

philosophy and law studies at Cambridge and the London Inns, he read a poper
on education at bne of the early meetings of the West African National Congress.
He was soon at loggerheads with those of the chiefs who were then opposed to the
Congress, although in principle he was never himself against'chieftaincy as such.
Indeed his extreme Africanism would itself have made nonsense of such a position
on his part. But this would not have been because self-contradiction was foreign
to Sekyi‘s nature; it was just that in this case he was merely opposing people
who were opposed to ideals he believed in. In spite of his sponsorship of the
Mational Congress of British West Africa, which he upheld for a long time,
Sekyi's [ife-long sympathies were with his beloved, Oguoa-created Aborigines
Soclety, which he always invoked and urged upon the rest of the counfry as

soon as there was an emergency . .

_ The Abongmes was in fact an obsession, but this obsession went doeper
'thun lust Sekyi's attachment to original things. - Pait of the attachment was
also to fundamental, elemental, things - like the elemental thing of land,

- which was the cause of a fundumentul thing like a society:set up to protect the
rights of aborigines against foreign encroachment and usurpation. Things less
basic than these were a trial to the spirit of Kobina Sekyi, and this was half
the trouble with him and his contemporaries; it was also at least half the
explanation of the impracticality which kept him most of his later years the.
isolated “Sage of Cape Coast".

But before the isolation became itself part of the legend, Sekyi had,
by his inimitable, irascible ways, made the general lines of his philesophy of
life clear, both to his own generation and the one after, .One of these ways
~ of self-revelation was the written word. His connection with the 19208, '30s,
and '40s was the massive volume of his writings in and to the newspapers,
beginning with his first reactions to 20th-century life among educated -aisd
sophisticated Africans after his retum from England, and continuing through
his attacks on the colonial Govemment: for land policy, legislative programmes,
unenlightenment, and wickedness on the question of self-rule, to the inevitable
and lonely preferment of the Aborigines. On his countrymen he was generally
ambivalent, even schizophrgnici he attacked them at home and defended them
abroad, with equal intensity. He was almost like Samuel Johnson, who would
not let anyone praise Garrick in front of him without contradicting the praiser,
and would not let anyone run Garrick down either, without vehemently opposing
the biamer.
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The Gold Coast Leader of the 1920's is full of the writings of Kobina
Sekyi. His style called for fwice as many words as he needed ever to have
used, and some of his sentences practically never stopped. But there was
‘compensation for the reader in the sheer wholeheartedness of Sekyi's “attack-
attack-attack" method, and in the scorn he could not help. (See below).
Later, his writings, as exampled in the Cape Coost Observer during the
stormy 'Thirties and the 1940's, became more and more ponderous and abstruse ‘
as he lost more and more sympathy with the modem world and as the modern
world remembered him less and less.

But one thing more must be said about the personality of Kobina Sekyi.
With all his impatience with society generally, and with all the opposition
and antagonism that he, quite naturally, also aroused in others, he was in
reality a very charming man in private life. To have been allowed to visit
and talk with him ot his home in Cape Coast.was both a privilege and ¢ dejight
not soon forgotten, To the last he did poke fun at everybody, young and old,
but more gently, more indulgently, than in 1922, when, for instance, he
attacked the new Marriage Ordinance and what he considered to be its evil
effects on young Africa. | close this fragment on Kobina Sekyi with two short
passages on this and another subject, from articles sent by him to the Cape
Coast Observer in the 1920':

+ o v A very fruitful source of trouble in this
-vespect, is the partiality, or assumed or expected
partiality, of people marrying under the Ordinance,
to what are loosely termed ‘parties’, at which
manners prescribed in books such as 'How to Dance’,
'Rules and Manners of Good Society', 'Don't’,
'Etiquette for Gentlemen’, and a host of other
misguiding compilations are de rigeur. There
is always now-a-days a plentiful supply of ‘clubs’
" to pander to this sort of forced appetite. It is
‘not suggested that this sort of thing is bad in
itself, but only that it is bad since it is forced
and unnatural .... A man may, for example, cultivate
a taste for high game or gorgonzoks cheese,. if he ls.
an spicure and naturatly inclined towards gamey -
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confections; but he is o most insufferable prig

if he cultivotes such a taste merely because it

is fushionable, for to hanker after such evil~

tasting and vile~smelling preparations merely to

become fashionable is to subvert one's ordinary and
natural senses for en artificial purpose, a line of
physical and soclal retrogression or maidevelopment....

The more Westemn philosophy Kobing &kyi read, the more African he
remained in his social beliefs, as has been indicated before. The second
possage | have chosen here illustrates this point:

Now, there can be no doubt that of the two
social systems contrasted in this part of this

~ article, that which makes for unhampered

~ development of the individual is that of the
English white man resident in England; but it
is @ matter to be debated whether it is good for
the individual to obtain the opportunity he has in
the English system to develop without encumbrances.
I would submit that the individval who, in spite of
the many burdens which he must bear in the matter
of assisting relatives under the Akan-Fontl social
system, nevertheless thrives, becomes a better man,
and is better fitted to look after other human
beings: my point is that the person who goes
through the Akan~Fanti system of growing up
becomes a fuller mon, and has all that is good
in him brought out, and all that is bad restrained
or suppressed by the discipline which in a well-set-up
family Is exerted on the thriftless individual through
the disapproval / of the family__/

Yo the very last this was the truth as it appeared to Kobina Sekyi,
while all round him ~ seated as he was in the storied house which had
become in foct and in philosophy his tvory tower = all around him the
old African order of things crumbled and fell into the Cape Coast dust.
The ageing and ailing tiger-man would not believe that Africa too was
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ofter all only human, and thot there were weaknesses in the African chamacter
and on the African scene which were not necessanly all derived or all induced
from abroad or from "above; or that change in all directions - not just for

- home-rule - was both inevitable ond desirable.

He was, in short, in some things as deeply conservative as he was in

' others angrily: radical. This kind of combination is common, of course; it is

. not whot made Kobina Sekyi almost unique. What made him unique was the
inimitable way in which he wore his contradictions, and the sheer exuberance
of his intellectual arrogance, which, in his type of parsonality alone, became
a thing not. for spite but for boundless admiration. For through it all: the rock,
the flint and the fire, shone the sincerity and the trustworthiness of "The Sage
- of Cape Coast™: W. Essuman~Gwira Sekyi ~ a name fit for the ages, and
Africa.

K.A.B. Jones-Quartey.
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DECORATIVE AND OTHER USERJL ART

“SUMAN " Cat.l 67.38. Made out of a gourd and a miniature
perforated pot stuffed with a lizard head, o piece of metal and
other matter. Supposed to contain magical "medicine" for trading
purpose. Rituals were performed every moming by the possessor
to attract customers to buy her wares. Surrendered by the owner
who had mental disorder with self accusation of Witchcraft some

4 years ago {c.1963). Place obtained unknown. Local Mame
KONYA ., Gift from Obosomfo Kwaku Anckye of Ayirebi, near
Akim Oda, medium of Tigare cult.

"SUMAN® Cat.l. 67.39. Consisis of a gourd decorated with
cowries and hanging on a cord. The "Suman® had operative
powers for harming enemies. Surrendered by a confessed wiich,
who was a culprit of Tigare cult at Ayirebi near Akim Oda about
1963. Place procured unknown. Gift from Obosomfo Kwoku |
Anokye of Ayirebi.

"BOAME" or GYEM (Nzima) Charm. Cot.i., 69.43. Ingredients
consist of 31 species of trees mashed together with eggs and
schnapps; tied with white and black twine., This charm was for
protective purpose in time of adversity and unusual occurrences.

In order to have it work for a purpose, the white twine is fastened
to the cob-like object at one end and similarly the black twine

at the opposite end. This process was done under the hollow of the
knee cap with both legs crossed. Libation was poured on the charm
and the yolk of eggs smeared all over. During such performance,
nudity was observed. It was forbidden for the ritval performance
to be noticed by anybody. It was a.taboo to touch it after sexual
intercourse, The chamm may be propitiofed with a black fowl or

a cot any time it becomes necessary or is desired. Procured by
Kwame Mich of Akim Oda, an Nzima, from Tumu in the Upper -
Region. ¢.1947,

"Ohwinta Boo" Charm. Cat.l. 67.44. Consists of 113 sticks of
Broom and a piece of polsonous tree - Dii (in Twi) tied together.
The charm was for protective purpose against poisoning. 7 strings
of black thread were passed through one part of the broom and
fastened to both the bunch of broom and the piece of Dii .
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An egg was then besmeared all over the charm. A threepence
piece was put on and libation with any type of liquor poured on
it. its taboos are (a) Not to be handled after coition. (b) A |
menstruated woman should not touch it. Procured by the late
Yenzu of Axim about 1917, Coliected from the shrine of Kwame
Mich of Akim Oda.

Distemper balf (white). Cat. f, 67.48, Dug from the ground at
Gomboe-Mo, north Wenchi. Obtained from Ama Donkor. of some
town. : C : S

- Small Stool. Cat. 1.67.58, Carved on the advice of a diviner

for Kwasi Boaten of Akomadan near Tachiman, son of Adwoa Bua,
The diviner predicted that Kwasi Boaten then an infont, was

. destined to be o carver. Gift from Kwasi Boaten, a celebrated

drum carver; actor in "Muntle;Iood documentary film. Local
name " ", Height 5 Age c.60 years,

Stool. Cat. 1.67.59. The firsf article made by owner, Kwasi
Boaten of Akomadan near Tachiman, while watching a master=
carver Kwasi Boakys at Nkosia at the junction of Old Sunyani
road. Local name: "Asesegwa". Height 13.§lns. Age 50 +years.

"Aserene” ( Local mat) . Cat. 1.67.60. Made by Osafohene
Nyankomago of Akomadan, contemporary of Asantehene Nana
Prempeh | (1888-~1896); (1926 - 1931), Gift from Kwasi Boaten,
son of original owner. Size 34 ins. x 19 ins.

Spinning Stand and implements. Cat. 1.67. 49 Obram§
Ama Kuma of Gomboe=Mo, north of Wenchi. Height 6
Age: unestimated.

"Forowa" (few pieces). Cat, |, 67.61. Supposed to be connected
with the infancy of Asantehene Nana Osei Tutu (1695 - 1731).
Mixture of shea butter and hibs stored in the object for the use

of the royal infant baby. Kept together with the 'Tutu' cult in the
stool-room at Berekuso near Aburi Akuapem. Donated by
Ankobechene Addo Kwaku of Berskuso.

Stool. Cat. I. 67.63. Carved and gemed by Najia Batigl of
Konfust near Sawla, Gonja. H. 81.0" Age: 30 years,

K. Ameyaw
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