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This might be one of the shortest introductions for an anthology. Maybe not. 

In 2019, the Students Union of the University of Sussex did remarkable things for the Black 

History Month, transformed it into a campaign and decided to have an anthology which would 

help amplify voices. Not just student voices, but also the voices of other people. Anyone interested. 

This work is a result of that resolve. The decision to shift publication far off from October, the 

traditional Black History Month is also a part of the Union’s way of making Black History to be a 

celebration beyond a single month. Indeed, we now have what is called the Black History Project 

where we will work on several projects throughout the year because we believe that Black History 

should not be limited to a month alone. 

You have in your hands, or on your screens, a collection of poems and two short stories that 

generally border on the theme of identity which is a core idea of the black experience everywhere, 

particularly in England here.  

It is our hope that as you read this really slim collection, which can be finished in a sitting, it 

would make some sense and help you celebrate everything black. 

Su’ur Su’eddie Vershima Agema 
Essex House, 
University of Sussex 
20th January 2020 
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WHAT IS HISTORY? by MNamug 

What is 

History? 

When our oral traditions have 

died  

Who can account for 

us?  

Before the colonisers came, we didn’t keep any physical 

records  

So on my grandmother's tomb, her year of birth reads 1920 or 

1922.  

Kuhu I thought we had more 

time  

More time for me to relearn how to make my mother 

tongue  

Caress smoothly in my 

mouth  

So we could share the same words and 

phrases  

Even for a 

while 

Kuhu I thought we had more 

time  

For me to ask you what your name is and what it 

meant  

Finding out your name is 

Nanjala  

What does that 

mean?  
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I thought I had more 

time  

to find, to learn about you, mother and her 

mother  

And why you never learned English though your husband and children 

did  

When our elders die we lose a connection to what is 

history  

What is 

History? 

When our oral traditions have 

died  

Who are 

we? 

[MNamug is a creative writer, activist and cultural advocate. She lives, works and studies in Brighton.] 
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THE BREATH OF NDA by Eugene Odogwu 

dazi let out a sneeze that shook his whole body. He glanced around nervously, hoping no one 

else had noticed but he didn’t have to worry. As usual, the other iwasore, the uninitiated, paid 

him no attention. They all kept their distance, afraid that his family’s misfortune might rub 

off on them. So, he found himself standing apart from the rest of the iwasore. He watched as they 

bolstered each other, assuring themselves of their bravery and strength while he shuffled his feet, 

digging his toes into the red sand to take his mind off the itching patterns all over his body. From 

his head to his feet, he was covered in ayui. The white patterns marked his last day as a boy and 

would guide him through the Ndubawa ceremony, or so the nzeji said. Idazi was nervous with 

excitement and fear. If he survived the ceremony, he would emerge a man, a real man, no longer 

a boy. 

He shuddered as he remembered his mother’s words while she had painted the ayui on his skin 

earlier. 

“Do not be afraid, Ida,” she said as she dipped two fingers into a calabash of white paste, her 

fingers a lot steadier than her voice. “Tomorrow you will return a man.” 

Idazi said nothing. The weight of unspoken words hung in the little space between them. This 

was not the first time she had put ayui on her child. 

“Tomorrow you will return a man,” she said again but Idazi knew it was more for her sake 

than his. 

“Nma...” He started to say but no more words would not come. 

For the first time since he began preparation for Ndubawa she looked directly at him and said, 

“You are not Ajem.” 

“Nma...” 

“You are not Ajem,” she said shaking her head fiercely. “You are not your brother.” 

“But Ajem was stronger,” Idazi said, looking away. “He was better at everything. If he could 

not do it, then_” 

“Ajem is gone. And yes, he was stronger but he is gone and you are not.” 

“Nma,” he could barely contain his fears, “I do not know if I will return.” 

“Do not say that.” she said. 

“Look at me, nma,” he held out his long lean arms. “How can I hope to make it through?” 

“Tell me, Ida, what is this?” She touched his chest where an ayui was drawn. 

“Courage.” 

“And what is this within it?” 

“Heart.” 

“Good, Ida, one does not go without the other, Ndubawa takes not only the strength of flesh 

but that of the mind and heart as well. Tomorrow you will return.” She had smiled patiently. “Look 

at me, Ida.” 

He looked at his mother and saw everything he feared he would. 

“For me,” she said, “Please. I have no husband and I have no other children, Ida.” 

Now Idazi turned to face Nda as she hung white and solitary above the green fields. Already 

I 
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a mild haze had begun to settle beneath her glow just above the grass. Idazi knew it would soon 

become a mist so thick that no one would be able to see the hills that lay beyond it. It would 

become nda’ani, the breath of the moon. Countless times as a child, he had watched other iwasore 

go into that mist and none had come out unchanged. Ajem, his older brother, never returned. Not 

completely. 

As he watched, the nzeji exited his shrine leading a throng of younger boys. The boys followed 

the priest with an expression of forced sombreness, unable to hide the pride they felt at being 

chosen to herald nda’ani. They moved to the edge of the field under the nzeji’s stern watch, well 

away from the building mist. They sniggered amongst themselves, daring each other to draw closer 

to the field, but none went closer. At the nzeji’s command they settled with their boto-boto and in 

unison they began to beat the little drums to usher in nda’ani. Idazi’s heart quickened. 

“You haven’t been through and yet you seem to have aged ten rains already,” A friendly palm 

patted Idazi’s shoulder firmly and he turned around to face Ubimma. He was equally covered in 

ayui that told his family's story. Ubimma was the only one amongst his peers who bothered to 

associate with him. 

“Is this not enough to age a person a few seasons?” Idazi smiled nervously. “Just look at it. It 

thickens so fast, I feel like I could scoop it like the foam from a wine gourd.” 

Ubimma laughed long and hard then patted Idazi one more time on the shoulder. 

“If any of us is ready to become a man,” he said as he walked towards the others, “it is you my 

friend.” 

The mist seemed to build in mere moments till it hung like a thick cloud upon the dark field. 

It glowed eerily from within as if a piece of Nda herself was buried at its centre. Soon the nzeji 

raised his arms and the tempo of the drum beats slowed. Silently he beckoned at the iwasore and 

they approached him, their apprehension obvious in their steps. He stood tall before them, 

ceremonial feathers of white and black adorned his headgear and waist, and around his neck hung 

necklaces of shells, feathers and little gourds rumoured to hold within them suru of unspeakable 

potent. He shook his hands and the wooden beads around his wrists rattled, then he cast a sombre 

gaze upon the boys. 

“You have heard things about nda’ani,” he said slowly, his voice grainy but strong, “you may 

think you are ready to walk through Nda’s breath, but you are not. What you have been told about 

nda’ani by your brothers and fathers and their fathers will not help you on this night.” 

The nzeji paused and slowly began to walk through the ranks of boys. Their earlier bravado 

seemed to have melted away and many of the boys trembled as they stared intently at the priest, 

hoping he would offer some useful advice. Idazi was one of them. He was desperate for some 

advice, any at all. 

“You must believe in yourself, it is only in accepting who you are that you truly become a man,” 

he said, touching the eye-shaped ayui of divine sight tattooed on his upper arm. “Ayui is the 

language of the Orabe, not mere decorations for your skin. They will speak your true nature.” 

He looked at each boy, whispered a few prayers for protection and said, “You must enter only 

when you feel you are ready.” 

That was all he would say. 

The boys stood watching nda’ani. No one approached it. The thick mist shifted and bulged, 

undulating with its internal glow, like a stranded worm. One of the boys grunted and stepped 

forward. It was Agada, the toughest of their age group. He hesitated at the edge of the mist, cast 

one last glance at his peers and walked in. Idazi recognized the look on his face; fear, uncertainty 
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and resignation. They all knew that not to go would bring shame on their family name. They had 

no choice. Ubimma walked up to Idazi’s side and nodded once. He nodded in response knowing 

there was no point delaying the inevitable and together they moved forward. 

Idazi stepped into the mist instinctively holding his breath, afraid to breathe in the white air. 

He braced himself for the chill he was sure would follow but instead felt an insubstantial texture 

wrap itself around him. It did not settle heavily upon him like morning dew but brushed lightly 

against his skin like a light mesh of spider’s web. From the look on Ubimma’s face he could tell 

his friend was just as befuddled. Unable to hold his breath any longer, Idazi took in a tentative 

breath. The air smelled sweet and warm. It reminded him of sugarcane fields and fresh palm wine. 

The mist was silent. There was no sound of moving air or rustling grass, not even the sound 

of shrubs beneath their feet. Everything sounded muffled and distant. It made Idazi’s skin prickle. 

“What do we do?” 

“I do not know, Ubi,” Idazi looked about, unable to see further than the arm he held out 

before him. “Maybe we should just continue moving forward.” 

Ubimma laughed nervously as he looked in the opposite direction, “If only it were that easy_” 

His voice cut off abruptly and Idazi, curious, turned to see Ubimma staring at him open-

mouthed with a look of terror slowly creeping over his face. He pointed at Idazi, his voice reduced 

to inaudible whimpers. 

“Y_your your f_face!” His eyes bulged in terror as he quickly backed away from Idazi, each 

step taking him deeper into the mist until he disappeared completely. 

“Ubimma!” Idazi called in the direction his friend had fled but his voice seemed to dissipate 

in the air, never making it further into the mist. “Ubimma!” 

He spun about, hoping to see someone else but all he saw was the shifting white haze and 

beyond that, he could hear only muffled sounds he did not recognize. A sudden scream pierced 

the mist, long and shrill, startling him and filling him with sudden dread. The hairs on his skin 

stood on end. He was alone and terrified. He wondered again about Ubimma and he recalled the 

horrified look on his friend's face as he fled. Something about his face. Slowly, Idazi brought a 

hand to his face expecting to feel some form of injury he had not been aware of or worse an insect 

he had not felt. Idazi’s breath seized when his fingers touched his face. There was no face. There 

were no lips or nose or eyes. Nothing. In their place was a thin film of skin, wet and moist like a 

film of thick pap. 

Though he had no mouth, when he screamed in alarm his voice rang through the mist, echoing 

back to him after it had reached the edge. He had no face! Idazi screamed and clawed at his face 

in panic but he felt nothing and his frantic scratching made no difference. The new skin was soft 

and wet but tough and unyielding. Vaguely he heard other screams tear through the mist to join 

his. Slowly, his screaming reduced to frantic breathing and he tried to calm himself. It is all part of 

Ndubawa, it is all part of the rite. I just need to make it out of nda’ani, he thought over and over 

again, trying to reassure his frantic mind. He forced himself to breathe slowly and again brought 

his hands to his face. He could feel the contours of its old features, a sign that they had once been 

there. If I make it out, they’ll come back, he told himself. He needed to believe that if he intended 

to survive this night. 

Something had happened to him when he entered the mist and from the faraway screams 

echoing around him, he wasn’t the only one. As terrified as he was, he wondered how it was that 

he could still see and breathe and speak. Idazi did not have long to ponder on the mystery however, 

because the ground beneath his feet began to tremble and he heard muffled sounds of more than 
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a dozen feet pounding the earth. Something was coming his way, plenty of somethings. 

Straining his ear to hear the sounds more clearly and squinting ahead with the hopes of seeing 

signs of whatever was approaching, he leaned into the mist. For a brief moment, the sounds were 

drowned in the silent haze and Ida wondered if he was hearing things. The breath he had not 

realized he held in his chest came out with a sigh through his mouthless face and in that instant 

the mist before him burst in a violent plume as more than a dozen boys stampeded past, their ayui 

bright against their skin and their featureless faces contorted in fear. They ran as though they fled 

for their lives. 

Idazi braced himself, raising his arms to shield against the sudden but brief onslaught of bodies, 

but in the span of two breaths they had washed past him, disappearing into the mist behind. His 

heart thundered in his chest and he felt beads of sweat break out across his forehead. Why are they 

running? he thought, where are they running to? Then he realized that, surely, if they had run this way, 

then whatever it was they were running from was coming his way as well. As if to reward Idazi for 

his sudden insight, the mist parted ever so slightly and a figure slid through it, like oil on hot clay. 

His heart froze. It was not merely a figure; it was him. Standing before him was himself, 

complete with the face he once had. The figure cocked its head to the side and smiled with Idazi’s 

lips. The smile grew wider and wider till it was a full-toothed grin. Now Idazi’s heart unfroze with 

a deafening thud and beat against his chest with a sudden ferocity that made him gasp. The other 

him stepped forward, reaching out. 

“Give me the rest,” it whispered roughly like air over fine sand. 

Idazi heaved in a lungful of air, turned about and ran harder than he had ever run in his life. 

He ran and ran and the thing with his face gave chase, always seeming an arm’s length behind him. 

When Idazi finally threw a quick glance over his shoulder, he realized he was running alone. Then 

thing that had his face had disappeared. With the ease Idazi had seen it move through the mist, he 

found it unlikely that it had gotten lost. He stopped running and gulped in the white air like a 

parched horse, looking around for signs of the thing with his face. Nothing. Nda'ni continued to 

swirl as thickly as it had since the ordeal began. 

“Give me,” a voice hissed right next to his ears, his old face materializing like it was part of 

the mist, “the resssssssst.” 

Idazi screamed and jumped away, running blindly in the direction he faced. Again he ran as 

fast and as hard as he could, the pounding of his feet on the ground as fast and loud as his heart 

beating in his chest. His throat burned and his sides ached until his breath came out in rasps and 

his knees felt like saplings, threatening to fold beneath him. Soon he stopped and swooned in 

exhaustion, toppling unto the grass. His chest rose and fell like deer-skin bellows and his throbbing 

veins stood thick, pulsing from his neck to his head. 

Is this how I am going to die? He thought, am I going to abandon nma and be claimed like Ajem? He 

turned his head to the side in pain and shame, half expecting to see the face-thief coming his way 

but all he saw instead was grass. He could see the blades of grass quite clearly. The mist did not 

reach the ground as he thought, but hung above it like a glowing cloud. From its glow, Idazi could 

see far across the field. He quickly rolled unto his stomach and looked about. In one direction he 

could see the distant legs of the other boys still running. All across the field the legs of boys were 

either running, standing still or pacing about a spot. If their experiences were anything like his, he 

could only imagine what they were confronting. He felt the mist shift and looked over his shoulder. 

A pair of legs moved unhurriedly through the grass in his direction. Somehow he knew it was his 

pursuer even before the thief’s voice reached him. 
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“I want the ressssst,” it said as it came. “Give me the rest.” 

Idazi remained on his stomach and slowly began to crawl out of its way. Surprising himself, he 

didn't flee but instead crawled in a wide circle until he was behind it. The feet reached where he 

lay only a few moments ago and stopped. It turned to the left and then to the right and then started 

following the path of Idazi’s circling. 

It can’t see me, Idazi thought excitedly, but it can_ it can track me. Like the bush dogs when they hunt! 

Idazi’s thoughts swirled in his head like the mist around him and from the turbulence, an idea 

began to form. He would steal his face back! 

As quietly as he could, he began to circle until once again he crouched a distance behind it and 

again the one with his face stopped at the spot he had left moments ago. Idazi knew it would not 

take long to see what was happening. A third time and it would realize that it was going about in 

circles. He had to act now. Quickly, he sprung to his feet and charged at the face-thief, barreling 

into it and knocking it to the ground. With uncanny agility it spun about in Idazi’s arms to face 

him and then it barked out a short laugh. 

“Give me back my face!” Idazi shouted, pinning it down beneath him. 

“Give me back my face!” It echoed in Idazi’s voice, its raspy whisper was no more, it now had 

his voice. 

Horror crept across Idazi’s faceless features and he tried to protest but no sound came. He 

loosened his grip on the thing with his face and brought his hands to his throat, trying to force out 

words. This thing had taken his voice and it meant to take the rest of him. With shocking ease, it 

slid from under him and threw itself on Idazi. Now it was him who was pinned beneath it. Idazi 

gasped and wheezed, forcing air out his lungs and hoping that they might form words, but still 

nothing came. 

“Now I will take your heart.” It thrust its hand at Idazi’s chest, its hard fingers digging into 

flesh and pushing against bone. 

Idazi screamed voicelessly and thrashed about in the grass, his struggle disturbing the mist 

above them. In his thrashing he freed his hand and lashed out. The tips of his fingers grazed the 

face that was once his and to his surprise it moved. Like a layer of loose skin the face shifted and 

then righted itself. Idazi wasted no time, he reached with both hands and grabbed his stolen face 

and pulled with all his strength. The face stretched like the gummy sap of the agu tree, it stretched 

so much, he thought it would rip apart and he would be faceless forever. But it held and did not 

rip so he pulled even harder. 

The thief pushed Idazi away but his grip was too strong, there was no way he was letting go. 

It pummeled him with its fists and shrieked in its true voice; hoarse and unnatural like a raging 

wind. When the blows failed to loosen Idazi’s grip, it reached up and tried to hold the face in place. 

Idazi took advantage of the chance and planted both feet firmly on its chest and pushed back. The 

face stretched and stretched until Idazi was certain it would surely rip apart in his hands. Just as a 

sliver of doubt fleeted across his thoughts, the face-thief let out a guttural shriek and there was a 

moment of sudden release as Idazi’s face snapped loose. 

He had been pulling so hard that the suddenness caused his arms to snap backwards, smacking 

the face right unto his own head where it belonged. Now the thing lay sprawled a distance away, 

scrawny, faceless and white as Nda. 

“The ressssst…” it hissed as it began to dissolve into the mist, its skin breaking into fine white 

dust and disappearing into the whiteness that surrounded them until nothing was left. 

Idazi gasped and shuddered. He touched his face desperately, feeling for everything that had 
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been taken. He touched his brows and eyes, he felt for his lips, his nose, ears, all of it. When he 

was sure everything was as it should be, he slumped unto the grass, too exhausted to move a 

muscle. There was an odd warmth on his chest and he looked down to see the ayui his mother had 

touched before the Ndubawa glowing softly. It pulsed for a moment then darkened into a scar and 

somehow he knew it was a permanent mark now. He had always wondered how the older ones 

got their permanent ayui, now he knew. 

“Courage,” he said, speaking for the first time since he regained his face, “and heart.” 

Nda’ani had begun to clear when Idazi regained his strength enough to get off the ground. 

Painfully, he got to his feet and started walking in the direction the mist was thinnest. He had 

barely walked a few paces when he saw Ubimma shambling ahead of him. Idazi smiled. The way 

Ubimma walked, he must have gone through worse than he did. Wincing from the strain, he 

increased his pace. 

“It is over,” Idazi smiled, patting his friend’s shoulder. Ubimma said nothing. Laughing, Idazi 

pulled back playfully on Ubimma’s shoulder. “Come on, you’re never too tired to speak.” 

Ubimma spun about without any resistance to Idazi’s pull. His mouth hung agape and his 

tongue limp, his eyes were wide but gazed at nothing. They roamed like flies dancing in his head. 

Ubimma made a few incoherent sounds and drooled down his chin. 

“No,” A familiar pain was growing inside Idazi’s chest, it grew and grew until tears leaked 

down his face. “Not you, Ubimma.” 

Kind Ubimma, gentle Ubimma stared with roaming eyes at things Idazi would never see. 

Ubimma had lost himself in the mist and all that was left was an empty shell. Idazi held his friend 

in his arms, the boy indifferent to his embrace, and he cried until the mist cleared. Nda’ani drifted 

away like a silent evil, leaving nothing of itself behind, only the empty vessels of boys who would 

never be men. 

# 

Idazi sat on a low stool under the tree beside his mother’s dwelling. Ndubawa had been two 

moons ago and now he was no more iwasore but a man. His ayui stood dark upon his chest and 

even now he still caught himself glancing at it. 

“It is a very special ayui isn’t it,” his mother’s voice came from behind. He had not heard her 

coming. 

“Yes,” he said looking away from it, embarrassed that she had seen him. 

“How does it feel?” 

“Heavy.” He said. 

“It will get lighter with time.” 

“I’m not so sure, nma.” 

She walked up to him and sat beside him. “I know your heart is heavy, Ida, I feel its weight 

upon your spirit. I heard Ubimma did not return.” 

Idazi took in a deep breath and looked into the distance as he touched the ayui distractedly. 

She lifted up his hand and placed something in his palm. It was a little bud. It had once been fresh 

but now its green had faded to a dirty brown, only the soft tuft of white filaments still shone white. 

“What is this, nma?” he asked, puzzled. 

“Smell it.” 

He did. It had a sweet smell, like sugarcane and palm wine. Idazi’s eyes widened and looked 
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up at his mother. 

“It is called ndawe,” she smiled sadly. “Moon flower. They never grow alone but as many as the 

hair on a man’s head. They bloom once in the dry season, casting their seeds into the air.” Her 

eyes watered as she spoke. “Ndawe seeds are so small and fine they seem like dust, and when a 

whole field blooms under Nda’s fullness, they_” 

“Look like a thick mist above a field.” Idazi finished. 

“Yes,” she said. “But the seeds are powerful, Ida, one who breathes them in begins to see 

things that are not of this place.” 

She paused and let her words sink into her son’s head. Idazi stared in awe at the little bud in 

his palm. 

“H_How do you know this, nma?” 

She let out a small sardonic laugh. “Who do you think prepares the fields for Ndubawa? 

Mothers have always known the secret of Ndubawa.” 

“So… none of it is real?” 

His mother’s face hardened and she squeezed his palm. 

“I planted the seeds that took Ajem. Ubimma’s mother planted the seeds that took her son. 

Next season we will plant the seeds that will take many more sons, it is our way and it is very real, 

Ida, very real. The ayui you carry is for all of them, not just yourself. You understand?” 

He nodded. 

She rose from where she sat and placed a hand on his shoulder, squeezing gently and said, “I 

am glad you are here, Ida.” 

He watched as his mother walked back into her dwelling and turned back to face the horizon. 

Courage and heart. 

[Eugene Odogwu is a digital artist, creative storyteller and multimedia professional with a passion for African 

writing.] 
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BELONGING by Stacey Funganjera 

(I am a 21-year-old black woman from Zimbabwe but England has been my country of residence. After visiting Zim for the first time 

since I was 6, I started to, selfishly, feel like all eyes were on me...) 

To them, you no longer belong 

Speaking the mother tongue is not enough 

You are what they love to hate 

To them you: 

1. Have forgotten their ways

2. Perceive yourself as better because

3. You have obtained the beloved red book

You no longer walk down the line 

But strut 

To them, you are an exhibition, 

Undressed by the suspicious eyes of natives 

A victim of visual penetration. 

She is no longer your mother, 

The land in which you were nurtured 

You now bear the face and morals of the coloniser. 

You are 

The (un)welcomed deviant, 

A foreigner at home. 

[Stacey Funganjera is a second-year Law with Media Student at the University of Sussex. She is a member of the 

student-led campaign Decolonise Sussex, is an organiser for the I Too, Am Sussex society and occasionally writes 

poetry.] 
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TICK by Jessica Ioannou 

 

_____________________________ 

Tick 

The white  

Box 

He said 

To make 

Life 

Easier  

Don’t 

Cast  

Yourself  

As different 

Erase your 

Heritage  

To live 

Here  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Jessica Ioannou is an undergraduate student at the University of Sussex, Brighton. She is a member of the student-

led campaign Decolonise Sussex, is an organiser for the I Too, Am Sussex society and occasionally writes poetry.] 
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GREAT-GREAT GRANDFATHER by Graham LePage 
 

 

 

The mountains bleed gold 

and cold men pick off the scabs. 

Mule trains trudging though the snow, 

shod feet freezing till the flesh rots. 

A tiny cabin, a long winter, 

the Alaskan sky is cold and hard and iron grey, 

but there is gold enough to start a store, 

gold enough to be the grocer 

in a little Washington mountain town, 

gold enough to send for the family in Norway. 
 

Oh for a life of white aprons and wooden floors, 

crisp apples in a bucket, the pine-scented wind, 

root beer in a bottle, peppermints in a tub, 

bread and milk and eggs 

and hand-written records in a ledger. 

Glory be to the steady, small, and faithful. 

Glory be. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Graham LePage is a poet, scholar, and post-graduate student at the Institute of Development Studies, hosted at the 

University of Sussex. He is the author of the poetry collection, We Make the Path by Walking, which can be bought 

online. He lives in Brighton with his family.]  
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ELI DUCKETT WELLS by Sarah Gloria LePage 

Eli Duckett Wells was born in a covered wagon. 

My mother told me his story and I used to imagine him, a bright-eyed baby, 

bouncing along into a new world. 

But I wonder about his mother now, 

breathing and sweating in the wooden frame, 

under the canvas arch,  

the sounds of oxen nearby. 

It was fitting, perhaps, that her son would be born on wheels; 

that his native ground would be a thin track worn between weeds, 

because she was already pulled between two worlds: 

that of the Cherokee and that of the Newcomer. 

Did she mourn her uprootedness? 

Or did she thrill to the open road? 

I wonder about this woman, 

the one who became grandmother to my grandmother, 

when I roll the unfamiliar syllables of her native tongue in my mouth: 

Nantahala, Cataloochee, Catoosa, Oologah, Inola 

the land of the noonday sun 

the wall of trees 

the place between hills 

the dark cloud 

the black fox 

The land was shaped and named by her ancestors and mine. 

I have climbed these mountains and swum in these lakes. 

I have canoed these rivers and swamps. 

I have eaten the fruit of this soil. 

And yet, I still feel like a small Eli Duckett, 

with a road for a home, 

and no land to call my own. 

[Sarah LePage is a doctor of words, a scholar, a poet and researcher. She is the co-author of the book, Poems from a Bucket: The Art 

of Poetry Speedwriting Sessions. She lives in Brighton with her family] 
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every month in a year by Chinua Ezenwa-Ohaeto 

 

 

here in the basin of a map, 

with the skin pallid and shrivelled as lab specimen 

floating in a jar of formalin, are memories of a place 

with edges raging with smokes and crimson. 

its hands grow into a belvedere of cold birds and coffins. 

here has turned everything that is good within it 

into something that unfurls with blood. 

every month in the same year there is a child standing  

at the middle of a road crying at the limbless bodies of her parents; 

there are houses being razed down with boots soles and bullets and machetes; 

there are radios and televisions and newspapers with different death counts. 

in the nights, I sit at my balcony and watch the things I treasure shrink away. 

does this place not carry well all the Gods it was given? 

i read somewhere about the grackles flaunting their vowels into a melody. 

and since then I have thought about the policies here: ghosts in collared coats. 

a school of dead butterflies swims into my dreams. 

holding me still in those parts where I leak. 

at a riverbank I hold a paper boat in my hand. 

i close my eyes as I put everything reversed of here into it. 

and set it down the river and watch it sail away. 

perhaps, I may wake up one day and find everything as supposed to be. 

a place where no one’s face is cooked up in a pot, where no one is hiding,  

where no one is running like the handles of pincers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Chinua Ezenwa-Ohaeto is a multiple award-winning poet and scholar. His poem, ‘every month a year’ won the 

SEVHAGE/Angya Poetry Prize 2019.] 
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THANKSGIVING by Adedayo Agarau 

Back home, it was a ritual that they hug their 
children when they return from farm. 

One of them —now shackled in a storm 
growling over their captor's ship— would gather 
his daughter's infant hair and smell it. They 
smell like dew, he would say. 

Another man would hug his son and throw him 
into the sky. And another, and another, before 
they took them —their blackness showed in the way 
they grieved, the way they held themselves strong in silence, 
the way their tongues shifted in the language that makes it flap. 

Out in the storm, each man counting what they were grateful for, 
my grandfather said, I am grateful for life 
and the freedom that we will find. 

[Adedayo Adeyemi Agarau is a Nigerian poet, documentary photographer and author of The Arrival of Rain.  His 

works have appeared or are forthcoming on Gaze, Glass, Jalada Africa Nitrogen House and elsewhere. His chapbook, 

Origin of Names, was selected by Chris Abani and Kwame Dawes for African Poetry Book Fund, 2020.] 



FADING by Agatha Agema 

I 

Our songs are dying, 

fading from memory like ink on ancient parchment 

our mothers have lost their lullabies; 

our fathers’ lips pinched in rueful contemplation 

of this hustle called life 

our songs only issue from foreign throats 

and these songs – they no longer look like us 

and the drums no longer call 

to the stamping of the feet 

and the swelling of our hearts in pride 

 II 

So if we totter like drunken men 

Unsure of the middle ground between truth and right 

It is because our songs no longer sing the way 

So when the time comes to sing our children to life 

Our baskets will be empty of water 

Our gourds full of smoke 

Our mouths filled with ashes 

And our hands emptied of life 

[Agatha Agema [nee Aduro] is the author of the chapbook, The Enchanting and other Poems. She is a poet, essayist and 

public health worker. She blogs at the http://lifeandtheotherhalf.wordpress.com] 

The Sussex Anthology for Black History 2019 | 20 

http://lifeandtheotherhalf.wordpress.com/


The Sussex Anthology for Black History 2019 | 21 
 

THE OTHER by S. Su’eddie Vershima Agema 

 

 

 

The nights are longer in winter, and if dark skies with constellations are what you love to see, 

Bumble Town is the place to be. But that is not where this story is meant to start. This story was 

to begin with Bongos staring into the skies, thinking of how beautiful the moon was, and how 

close it was that you could almost touch it, if you stretched enough. The way the stars appeared 

like real diamonds in Bumble Town as opposed to mere dots in his village was meant to have been 

featured. The middle was meant to be of how he went back to his office to work, research and 

finish his PhD work, which was coming along well – most of his experiments were concluded. As 

a scientist open to quality equipment that were not even mentioned in the old textbooks he had 

read back in school at home, ones he had only seen in movies, it was going to be a smooth ride. 

He would have kept thinking of how life was good and how it was amazing to be in the middle of 

one of the most diversified cities in the world, a city of tolerance some people had nicknamed 

UNville. Grundle University was the pride of the town. The town was the pride of the nation. The 

end might have been anything; maybe graduation or marriage or just good old happily ever after. 

That would have been it.  

This story might not have been written. 

At least, not by me. 

On that night, Bongos stood thinking of the moon, its closeness, the stars and the beauty of 

the times. He appreciated the diversity of the town and how it offered so much he could never 

have dreamed of. He came out to take a break from work, stared into the skies, and let his eyes 

wander to the various forms he had come to love, tracing constellations from the rosary-like shape 

to Orion’s belt, and other Nova formations. He loved winter because it gave him a long time to 

look at the skies. He began to shiver as he felt the goose pimples rise on his skin. There were 

always other sides to every situation. He smiled. Warmth was a few steps away within the building. 

He stretched and set to return to work in the space he was allocated as a PhD researcher and 

part-time worker. He passed through the double glassed door on the side of the three-storey 

Einstein building, which was always open, into a dark corridor. His office in the Winsloss corner 

of the building was small but warm. He had WiFi and quickly lost himself whenever he got in. His 

life was a square: office/lab, home, events of his country’s society, or his colleagues who were 

mostly white. It alternated but hardly ever deviated meaningfully. 

He had not got to his office yet when he heard a loud stern voice: “Stop there! Who are you?” 



The Sussex Anthology for Black History 2019 | 22 

He turned and answered coolly: “I am Bongos, a PhD researcher. I work here.” 

“Show me some identity!” He moved slowly towards the voice. “Stop there!” He stopped. The 

speaker walked to him, flashlight trained on his face. He collected the identity card and looked at 

Bongos again. “You are going to have to follow me, sir,” he said. 

“Why?” 

“We have a situation, and you fit the profile of our suspect, sir. You will have to follow me to 

the security office at Bloke House.” 

Years of always following instructions from people in uniform in Benue, his home country, or 

risking a bullet under the guise of their so-called accidental discharge, made Bongos follow the security 

man without further questions.  

Only the guilty run in the presence of the law. He thought to himself. 

He proclaimed his innocence and tried to speak every possible sensible line he could, to no 

avail. They got to Bloke house, and the events happened in a rush, but the result was that Bongos’s 

pass was collected, and he was told that the door he had passed through had some issues and had 

a security warning that no one was to go in through it. 

“Only a thief comes in through the window – or bad door, as happened in this case.” 

“Are you accusing me then?” 

“I am sorry, sir. But we would have to suspend your use of that facility. Are you doing 

something with your phone? I need your phone, Sir. Let me have your phone.” 

“But people use that door. Several people have kept on using it—” 

“There is an instruction on that door to say no one should go through. Is that true?” 

After two more hours, a harassed Bongos left for his house; his head, a riot of conflicting ideas. 

By the time he got to his bed, he was charged. He knew he was going to take things up with the 

Head of Security, the next day. It was a good thing he had spotted the security officer’s name: 

Anthony Marcus. He was going to sleep, his go-to solution when he was troubled, but he was too 

excited to sleep. He watched the big round clock, thinking of how very white it looked with small 

black hands. The hands did all the work. 

It was barely dawn when Bongos rushed to school and to the office of the Head of Security. 

He waited until nine, the official time when the Head of Security or HOS, as he was called, came 

in. The experience left him more scarred.  

He went back home to sleep. It was one of the most natural things he could do. He had inherited 

the gift of automatic slumber from his mother. It was like there was a magic word said that could 

make him teleport to slumberville in a second. Often, there was no need to mention the magic word 

for he would be asleep before he could conjure a thought. On that day though, sleep became a 
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stranger. He tossed through the day and into the night. He tried to go to work but did not feel the 

zeal.  

I am hurt, and I need to heal. 

The thought came from somewhere he could not identify. He tried to clean up, anything to take 

his mind off his predicament, but he ended up on his couch. He counted the squares in the ceiling 

and noticed that they were very blue – too blue and white. Fifty-eight in all. He counted sheep and 

kept turning until he finally found rest. 

He would sleep worse in the coming days, and his work – academic and professional – would 

suffer. He found a new outlet for his passion, for he was a man of passion. He tried to seek redress 

over what had happened to him. He wrote to several people and committees, from his department 

to diversity committees. He needed to get justice, a full apology, and his pass back. Bongos found 

out soon that the joke was on him. Everyone seemed to make it look like he was the one who was 

in the wrong, and the security was doing his job. Whenever he reported how the Head of Security 

had not even listened to him, he got different versions of “That is impossible!” 

The library became his new home, and it was there that I met him, one afternoon that winter. 

I was talking to one of the attendants, Ngburika, a fellow countryman after hours of reading. 

Another Benuerian joined us, and we laughed at some immigration stories. The library attendant 

was telling us of how he had helped a white man redefine his dental formula after being harassed 

at a border. Ngburika was a good storyteller, renowned for being miserly with the truth. He would 

tell his tales and even demonstrate, with such a serious face that you could have sworn he was 

telling the truth or narrating the bible from source. But we were used to him now.  

I spotted Bongos approaching us with a pile of books. He was a slender man with a square head 

and low cropped hair. He had a pot of a stomach that did not exactly fit on his body. He was a 

person hard to miss in any crowd. It occurred to me then that I had not seen him in a while, which 

was strange. He was always available at every Benuerian event, and they usually occurred once a 

week. 

“Prof Bongos Bruce of the chemical affiliation! You are a scarce man to find these days o. You 

are scarcer than good governance in Benue.” 

“Be careful with insulting Benue. The only black nation in the whole of Asia!” Ngubrika shot 

in. 

“If it is so good, why did you run to this pla—?” the other person with us asked. 

“Because I need to spread my tentacles and conquer my horizon!” Ngburika retorted. 

Bongos’s face looked like squashed melon, but his eyes had that kind of spark of passion that 

could burn a building. 
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“I have been going through a lot,” he said, slowly. 

“What’s happening, Prof?” I asked. 

He sighed deeply and proceeded to narrate his tale. He was barely two minutes into it when my 

two companions took different excuses to leave. It seemed they did not want to be part of the 

audience. I listened. He told me the story of his ordeal with the security right up to the part of the 

HOS who told him to his face that the officer was doing his job.  

“You fit the profile and followed the wrong door. Often, we see rough people coming in to 

steal things.”  

“But several people go through the door and keep doing so. Is it because I am black?” 

The HOS had laughed and told him that that was not totally the case, but he would not be there 

if he was white. 

“I didn’t understand that one, but I let it slide for a few seconds as I tried to understand the 

thing. I complained about my phone, and the man told me it was wrong that my phone was 

collected or even checked but that the officer was doing his job. I tried telling him that a million 

people follow that door, but the man was selectively deaf because he didn’t hear a word of what I 

said. He asked me if it was true there was a security warning on the door, and I had to admit to it. 

I tried to get an apology or my pass or at least get that officer to get a reprimand, but the HOS’s 

laughter is still ringing in my ear. I have everything recorded. But it was frustrating. He ended up 

saying I was fortunate to be in this university, and I should keep thanking God for the opportunity. 

I mean, what the heck! I am on no bloody scholarship. I have paid my fees through my nose and 

then, to hear all that crap? All those things. I have made complaints to several quarters. It seems 

no one wants to listen to my tale. Every time I try to talk to some people, they just disappear. But, 

thank you for listening. I am reading a lot about the civil rights movement, from our African and 

Asian ancestors too. Our intellectual and literary ancestors. Science seems to keep us from learning 

that the humanities really are the heart of humanity. No scientific breakthrough is as big as 

understanding history and humanity. It is almost as if I am becoming awake for the first time.” 

I nodded. Ngburika who had stood up to do something or the other earlier on, had come back 

to his desk. He was working on something and actively ignored our presence. I looked at him for 

some seconds before turning back to Bongos. 

“Did you tell the President of our Benuerian society on campus?” 

“I have. He says we should watch events unfold. He is ready to take the case up and give me 

support. The only person who seems to be giving me full support is my Irish supervisor, Professor 

Mary Done. She has been following the case up, even though she is not in the country at the 

moment.” 
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“Awesome! Keep us updated. I have a meeting to get to now, but I want you to know that we 

got your back. Catch ya!” 

In the coming weeks, the Benuerian society got to do a lot on campus. In the cultural week, the 

school gave a grant to take care of our expenses on refreshments and more. It was a welcome 

development since we had grown accustomed to having events where we contributed our funds 

towards organising. That was not the end. We had the Deputy Vice-Chancellor join us in two of 

the events. 

I met with Bongos a few days after the final event. His eyes were sunken and his stomach 

seemed to have disappeared. 

“Bongos, my brother. How are you? The last time we spoke I mentioned you were scarce but 

now it seems you want to become extinct. Mister Dinosaur, I greet you. Okay, not extinct but you 

are officially endangered as it were.” 

“We are all in danger, my friend … in danger. Our colour puts us in a precarious position.” 

“What on earth are you talking about?” 

“Violence and brutality are the belt that holds us up together at the waist … us all. From 

whatever part of the world. Sometimes, it is violence in the exploitation and manipulation of our 

leaders, the way these oppressors come into play and make idiots of our leaders. You know that 

they often install idiots or support their installation so that they can manipulate them? Other times, 

it is the raw brutality on the streets. The ones you see in countries like this or other western nations. 

I mean, look at me in the middle of this most diversified university in the most diversified city in the 

world. It is our common denominator and is served in different ways. Now, whether we see it or 

not, whether we allow ourselves to be served as the emperor’s dog or the street dog, it does not 

change the fact that we are all dogs; or at least, considered dogs by these masters whose sons 

sometimes are not worthy enough to even tie the laces of our sandals. But it is what it is, and we 

don’t make issues better. At home, we find our laws dictated differently by lords who worship at 

the altar of sin often prepared by these same lords. They serve the greed of these masters, and we 

find ourselves coming back here … to be killed. We have to be smart.” 

“Wow, wow, wow. Professor Bongos Bruce of the chemical kingdom just exited the building. 

Somebody make room for Bongos Anikulapo-Kuti or should I say Bongos X? Your literary flow 

is quite impressive and different from the you I knew only a few weeks ago!” 

“I am not joking.” 
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“As if your stern face isn’t enough for me to know! You sure have got a lot of that Malcolm X, 

Booker Washington, and Du Bois stuff into your head sha o, with a heavy sprinkling of Walter 

Rodney.” 

“I should have known it since. Perhaps stood up in unity since division is the thing that kills us 

all. It is sad that we often have to wait until we become the victim to learn to cry out. Reminds me 

of Niyi Osundare’s poem ‘Not my business.’” 

“Wawu! Wow! You even know Osundare? Very soon you will be quoting Achebe, Ngugi, and 

Lumumba.” 

“The question now is are you going to take sides with me in this case and fight the cause or are 

you going to just let things be?” 

“Guy, listen, you have to follow the right channels. Se you are talking with the President of our 

national society? You are doing the right things. Whatever it is, know we have your back and if 

need dey, we go show. This brother has got your back.” 

“I see. You know often it is those who have our back that end up being most quiet until the 

time when it does not count again. In the end, we will remember not the words of our enemies 

but the silence of our friends.” 

“Prof Bongos Luther King Junior! Is the president still taking on your case?” 

“No, he does not seem that interested any more. Somehow, it seems that the grants the society 

has been getting and all the favours have shut his mouth. I am the troublemaker and if the school 

is giving much to the society, it sure means that I am a peculiar case; seems like that divide thing I 

just mentioned. I don’t have access to my office any more. I have been suspended from work, and 

I am being investigated. Since the recording thing, I think I am being followed. The authorities 

think I am paranoid, and I actually was nearly believing it until some people noticed the big bicep 

guys following me from the distance, almost always.” 

“Bongos, I am sorry to hear this, but I have to run for lectures but I feel you. Nothing dey 

happen. Nothing fit do you. We go dey alright.” 

“But that is the problem, we cannot be alright if we don’t actively work towards it and if no—” 

“Catch ya!” 

“Alright then. Take care. Catch ya!” 

I was listening to radio news since my lecturers had kept on hammering us on how we could not 

get news because we were always watching TV, “playing with the internet”, or going for parties. I 

was guilty and made it a point of duty to listen to the radio for thirty minutes, every day. It was 

announced that a national commission of inquiry in the country had been formed and they had 
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been charged with investigating all cases of racial abuse – no matter how trivial. It was added that 

any university that was implicated would face harsh consequences. The move was part of the Prime 

Minister and national government’s move to further make the country more tolerant and conscious 

of human rights. 

I laughed at it. 

The inquiry should have started from the police who keep dropping one more black young man or two, each day 

under the pretence of one excuse or the other, I thought.  

It was not much of my business, but I wondered if Bongos would take his case up and risk 

putting the school in the spotlight. I wondered if the school would listen to him now. 

I caught up with Bongos that day but he was in a hurry and could not talk much. He told me 

he had got his apology, but he had been scarred too much and he was going to take the school to 

the body of inquiry. 

“It is not about me anymore. It is about everyone. Look how long it took for that man to 

apologise. There are people who have suffered more … who are suffering more. Let the world 

know what’s happening here. I have been offered some compensation to keep quiet, but I will 

think about it. I have actually got top members of the university talking to me in cool tones. When 

that didn’t work so well, they started to threaten me and my grades. But I am decided.” 

“My brother, just take it easy and lay low,” I cautioned. 

Bongos smiled. “I am low already. Aren’t we all? We blacks, we are so low we are on the ground. 

They will hear from me. Meanwhile, I have an appointment with security. They say I need to come 

for small clearance.” 

“Alright. I wish you every luck, my brother.” 

“Thank you. This means much to me.” 

I suddenly felt the need to hug him. I drew him into a bear hug and as I pulled away from him, 

I noticed the surprise on his face. I smiled and waved. 

“Take care, bro.” 

Two weeks later, Bongos’s flatmate reported that he was missing. Our Benuerian society 

President broke the news to me. I contacted Bongo’s flatmate and found out that he had been 

seen last on the day we had our last conversation. I could well have been the last person who saw 

him. 

I was worried and rallied up people to see how we could search for him. We contacted Bongos’s 

family in Benue, but they were alarmed to hear that their son was missing. Pictures of Bongos were 

distributed by the school and the Benuerian society. We pasted them everywhere in town. The 

school also soon announced a reward of four thousand euros for anyone who could bring 
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information that could lead to finding him. A large search party combed the town and for days, 

we kept searching. We searched and put up notices online, in town and in various universities. 

The nights are shorter in summer, but I have a new ritual of staring into the night skies daily. I 

have noticed what I did not know before. The moon in Bumble Town is so big, it looks like the 

eye of someone watching your every move, waiting for you to fall, waiting for you to fail … maybe, 

making you fail. The stars look like bullets of choice waiting to be put in a gun pointed at you. 

As I think of these things, I search on for Bongos. I started this story as a penance of sorts. I 

will not put a full stop to it until we find him or know for sure what happened to him. My only 

fear is how long I will have to keep writing 

[S. Su’eddie Vershima Agema is the Black History Month curator for Students Union at the University of Susssex. He 

is a father and husband, multiple award-winning author, lover of people and believer in Africa. He is @sueddieagema 

across several social media platforms and blogs at http://sueddie.wordpress.com] 
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TIME by Monica Agnes Sylvia 

If one asks me about the thing I treasured most in life, the answer would probably be “time”. 

Everything takes time. 

Some people wish for time to tick faster. 

Others wish it will be still, last longer… 

But for sure, nobody controls time. 

Time reveals the truth. 

Time grows us up. 

Time heals pain. 

Time brings you to your dream, closer or even further. 

Time gets you to your purpose. 

Time is where that moment you cherish the most exists. 

Time is when those lovely people come and go in your life. 

Time is why these things happen. 

Time is who you are becoming. 

Time is what keeps you going. 

Time is how you will figure it out. 

So here comes my question: 

Is time an enemy or an ally? 

Can I befriend time 

So that I can have the answers… 

—Brighton, 6 Dec 2019. 05:21 PM. 

[Monica Agnes Sylvia is a multi-talented artist, development worker, nature lover and student of Childhood & 

Youth, at the University of Sussex. She has a talent for music and plays the guitar.] 
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SUNDERED by George Clutterbuck 

sundered 
in bloody pulse and beat 

by promises  
rent from fabric births; 

taut skin 
merely pinned  

 by needle-stitch 
and cleft affection. 

Yet recognition watermarked 
as careful patterning 

ran in lines that frame a face 
in plural; 

like sounding out a name 
with folded undertongue; 

like “father” 
no other,  

given over 
walked away from. 

With whom we only share a name - 

the word for it 

- with whom we only share a name,

as given, 
airlessly. 

[George Clutterbuck is a student of literature, and Childhood & Youth, at the University of Sussex. Outside of her 
studies, she enjoys keeping a diary, re-reading The Heart is a Lonely Hunter by Carson McCullers, and being a tutor.] 
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WRITING INTO STARS by Servio Gbadamosi 

All the men in me 

are tired from days 

spent toiling, trying 

to rewrite the stars  

into something the  

heart longs for.  

The earth proves  

daily that the stars  

we were born with  

are not enough to  

shape us into the men 

we would love to be.  

This anger I claim  

then is grief that has 

been silent too long. 

An outlet for the pain 

one inherits in a land 

that says to the child: 

Man up, be the man.  

I re-imagine myself a  

child gathering smooth 

brown pebbles; counting 

how many more nights  

till the stars I'm shaping  

light up this void. 

There is a widening  

crack somewhere in me.  

And I fear that someday,  

my heart might fall into it 

if these wishes I'm writing 

into stars fail me again. 

[Servio Gbadamosi is a multiple award winning poet and cultural enthusiast. Among other awards, he won the 

Association of Nigerian Authors Poetry Prize 2015 and was shortlisted for the Wole Soyinka Prize for African 

Literature 2018] 
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