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About FWords : Creative Freedom

‘FWords’ is a creative project to commemorate the Parliamentary Act of 
1807 to abolish the British Slave Trade.

Eight individuals were selected from some of Yorkshire’s most talented 
literary and visual artists, acclaimed through publication, performance, 
exhibitions and prizes, nationally, and in some cases, internationally. 
They were asked to respond to this occasion by focusing on the theme of 
Freedom.

FWords has been created to further raise the profile of Yorkshire’s rich 
heritage of talented artists, descendants of those who migrated, forcefully 
and otherwise from Africa and beyond. In keeping with the theme, the 
writers and artists have been given as much creative freedom as possible 
to express their response to the commemoration which will ultimately 
be archived for Yorkshire’s history. The work of six writers, has been 
illustrated with work from two visual artists, by creating printed materials, 
broadcasts, digital and dedicated web pages. All of these have been made 
free and accessible to the public.

The name, FWords was chosen as it was felt that within the concept of 
Freedom, there were so many ways and ideas to explain it, that it was not 
one that could be easily contained.  The notions behind the word are both 
specific and nebulous, simple, but also complex, and as one of the writers 
says, in this sense, it is like love…
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FREEDOM

Caryl Phillips

‘Freedom’ is, of  course, one of  those powerful words that suggests 
a different meaning depending upon who is speaking, who is 
listening, and where and when the word is being utilised. However, 
whether we are talking about India in the nineteen forties, or 
Ireland for most of  the twentieth-century, or pre-Mandela South 
Africa, one thing is clear; the word carries weight.

A group of  distinguished writers in the north of  England in 
the early twenty-first century have been asked to respond to the 
word, and they have done so in a variety of  forms. Their tones are 
both high and low, their pitch sometimes imploring, sometimes 
declarative, but their engagement is absolute. As one would expect, 
‘Freedom’ means something different to each of  these writers, but 
their elegant responses have in common an understanding that the 
word should be refracted through the prism of  England.

Both Tanya Chan-Sam and Seni Seneviratne peer through an 
unrosy historical lens in order that we might see both pre-colonial 
and colonial history with a clarity which helps us understand the 
contemporary. The spiritual freedom and ecstasy of  Khadijah 
Ibrahiim’s work reminds us that England is no longer a place of  
cold concrete chapels, and religion is no longer to be shackled to 
dull hymns and draughty churches. There is ‘Freedom’ in belief, 
and English belief  is no longer confined to Christianity.

The drama of  Rommi Smith and Simon Murray’s writing suggests 
connectivity to both love, and to a diasporan interpretation of  
self  which works against the old, singular, notions of  identity and 
belonging which continue to operate in England. The language 
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they employ possesses a linguistic energy which is potent both in 
performance and on the page and, in this sense, their work neatly 
and powerfully transgresses canonically-inscribed ideas of  what 
constitutes English poetry. In their very form, these writers are 
free.

Jack Mapanje sees a sad, almost melancholy, England behind the 
cold, modern, grimace. However, the country can also be warm 
and naïve, and his ability to render it with lyrical humour suggests 
a different type of  freedom: Knowledge of  this place. Perhaps this is 
the greatest freedom of  all. 

History is a story; a narrative which reaffirms the line of  continuity 
along which people can trace their identity. Who belongs and who 
does not belong to ‘England’s concrete jungle’? The work of  these 
writers demonstrates that not only do they belong, they also feel 
a powerful freedom to rewrite the story in a manner which makes 
sense to them.

Caryl Phillips
September 2007 



�

Tanya Chan-Sam
How God Blessed Africa 8
Hoe God Suid-Africa Seen 12

Khadijah Ibrahiim
Paradise 15

Jack Mapanje
Surviving Freedom in Sunderland, April 2007 17
Upon Opening Tina’s ‘Asylum Carwash’   18

Simon Murray
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARGHHHH! 20

Seni Seneviratne
Sitting for The Mistress 24

Rommi Smith
Full  Moon 28

	 Biographical Notes for writers and visual artists 30
	 List of resources and further reading 34

Contents



�

Tanya Chan-Sam

How God Blessed Africa

London, 1836.  Five men walk between the stone pillars of  a government 
building on Whitehall.  The front door swings open and a black suited 
usher welcomes them into an entrance hall.  He leads them along 
a passage towards a staircase and pauses when one of  the men stops 
to smell red blooms in a vase.  Andries Stoffels, Cape Hottentot and 
Christian convert asks, 

‘What is these flowers?’  
Dr Philip replies, 
‘Roses, Andries, these are roses.  Come, we have no time.’
Andries wrinkles his nose as he smells the flowers and joins Dr Philip 

and the rest of  their delegation who wait on the stairs.  The usher nods 
his head and the group follow in silence up the stairs.  At the top, he 
knocks on wooden double doors and leads them into a spacious high-
ceilinged room.  The Select Committee for Aborigines are seated around 
a rectangular oak table ready to hear the submission from the five men 
who represent a South African missionary delegation.  Andries Stoffels 
and Dyani Tshatshu, both on their first visit to London, look around at 
the framed paintings on the walls and the blue velvet curtains that drape 
around the windows.  They crane their necks to look at the mural on the 
ceiling and inhale the heady scents used by these leading members of  
London society.  To one side of  the room, three bespectacled clerks sit at 
smaller desks, sharpening pencils, filling ink pots and smoothing sheaves 
of  paper.  Two or three of  the committee smoke pipes and the smoke 
drifts above the wooden dado rail.  The chairman knocks on the brass 
ashtray to start the proceedings.  He asks the head of  the delegation, 
London Missionary Society envoy from the Cape, Dr John Philip, to read 
his statement.  Dr Philip unpacks several scrolls of  paper from a leather 
satchel. He speaks at length about the plight of  the Hottentot and the 
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Xhosa at the Cape Colony.  He talks fervently of  the barbarism they 
face from the white settlers and of  the Hottentot Code which offers the 
Hottentot but two choices; to become slave labour on the settler farms 
or to join the British Army.  Their only salvation, says Dr Philip, is to join 
a mission station and become Christian.  Only then will they be equal to 
the white settlers in the eyes of  God. 

‘Slave, soldier or Christian,’  mutters one of  the committee, ‘interesting 
choice.’  

The chairman addresses the black man closest to him, ‘Say your 
name for the record sir.’

Andries rises.  The chair legs scrape under him and he turns in alarm 
at the sound.  He feels certain the committee can hear the thud of  his 
heart which sounds far louder than the trundle of  hansom cab wheels 
on the road outside. 

‘Andries Stoffels, Christian, Gona Hottentot from the Cape…’
‘Thank you Mr… Stoff…Stofferless.  Tell me, although Dr Philip 

speaks highly of  your people, there is still the question of  the Frontier 
wars and the atrocities committed there.  What do you think will 
change the unbelievers and warring factions to peaceful men and true 
Christians?’ 

Andries’ breath huddles in his chest.  He looks at the chairman and 
tries to recall the speech he practised with Dr Philip the night before.  
Like the shine rubbed into the polished wood beneath his fingertips, his 
rehearsed words seem to be rubbed from his memory.  Andries’ eyes 
jump from the chairman to the committee members as he searches for 
words in Gona, Xhosa and Dutch to translate into English, ‘De Bybel 
charm us out of  caves and from de tops of  de mountains.  De Bybel 
make us throw away all our old customs and practices, and we live now 
like civilise’ men.  Ik believe de only way to reconcile man to man is to 
instruct man in de truth of  de Bybel.’

The chairman persists, ‘What of  the wars against the settlers?  We 
read of  the bloodshed at the Cape, the atrocities against innocent British 
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settlers, women and children, who are forced to flee their farms because 
of  the terror that the Xhosa and your people, wage on them.’

Andries clasps his hands together, ‘It is true that our…that our…’ 
He squeezes his hands tighter.  Dyani, seated next to him, leans 

forward and whispers, ‘Ilizwe liyintombazana.’ 
Andries spreads his palms.  He smiles, ‘Ja, that’s right,’ his voice is 

louder, ‘ilizwe liyintombazana.’
A movement at the clerks’ desk stops him.  They hold their quills 

aloft and look from one to the other with questioning expressions and 
confusion on their faces.  It prompts Andries to say, ‘I’m sorry, it mean, 
our country is still a young girl.’  

His shoulders hunch close to his ears as he tries to draw breath past 
the sediment of  anxiety on his chest, ‘It is true, the Xhosa make war with 
de settlers.  We, de Hottentot, have lost our lands and now because those 
of  us who is Christian, we only want to serve de Lord…’

A committee members interrupts, ‘There are still those of  you who 
fight against the British, who attack the very mission stations.  Why is 
this?’

Andries looks at Dr Philip, who keeps his head bent.  He presses his 
fingertips into the table while he waits for Dr Philip to say something,  
like when they practised his speech and Dr Philip would say the next 
word and then he could remember the rest.  He grinds his teeth trying to 
remember the next line but the words seem to have disappeared under 
the big river that runs through London.  He swallows hard before he 
continues, ‘Dis Hottentots and Xhosa people who fight, they ask for 
freedom and for dey land, because where we live… Freedom is not 
enough, dey want to mix land and water with de freedom, because den it 
is twentig times zoeter dan force and brutalness.  But we have none land, 
none freedom and de only water is on de settler’s farms, so what is left is 
de brutalness.  But I believe, u Edelagbare, your Honour, we are God’s 
chosen people because we were lost in our own land until de missions 
of  Dr Vanderkemp came, Dr Read, and now Dr Philip.  Until dey came, 
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we did not know God, but I believe dat we can win dese battle with God 
on our side.  We can change de unbelievers and evens de settlers.  We, de 
Hottentot, have been saved.  The Xhosa call us de people who have been 
brought to life by de word of  God.  Other peoples can also be brought 
to life, like us…’

Andries stands while the committee members make notes on their 
papers.  The clerks leave gaps in the submission where Andries has used 
foreign words.  The chairman checks that none of  the other members 
have any further questions, ‘Is there anything else you would like to add 
to your submission, Mr Stofferless?’

Andries looks up at the ornate ceiling with its carved cherubs and 
gilded cornices.  ‘We give thanks to Regina Victoria and the Aborigine 
Select Committee.  We ask dat de British government give its Christian 
subjects freedom to live on our land again.  It is written so; God said to 
Jacob, “Dis land, which I gave to Abraham and Isaac, I will give to you 
and to your seed after you.” ’  

In the silence that follows, only the five petitioners bow their heads 
as Andries prays, ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika.’
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Hoe God Suid Afrika Seën

Pretoria 2006.  A man climbs the sandstone steps of  the Union Buildings 
and walks down a passageway towards the West Wing.  He keeps his head 
upright, swings his arms and looks straight ahead when he walks past 
the yellowwood office doors, polished to a magnificent colour and lit 
by the sun that shines through a double row of  windows  Once, he had 
an office here, as Minister of  Law and Order.  In those days, he bowed 
his head and obeyed the laws of  his state and his god.  He fought an 
eye for an eye and prayed for guidance from heaven in the fight against 
terror.  In those days he signed order after order to ensure that the Black 
Cleric, whose office he was now heading for, could hardly walk after his 
torture.  The Minister taps his chest to suppress an involuntary cough 
before he reaches the Cleric’s door.  Once he gains entry, he kneels on 
the new carpet, clasps his hands together in prayer and utters a sinner’s 
plea to wash the Cleric’s feet.  In the minute’s silence that follows, the 
Cleric looks down on the sinner’s bowed head at the grey strands of  hair 
covering the tips of  the Minister’s reddened ears.  The Cleric searches 
his soul, his mind, his body for the grace of  his god and lowers his hand 
onto the Minster’s head.  While the Cleric removes his socks and shoes, 
the Minister busies himself  with arranging a towel on the carpeted floor, 
pours water from a flask into a steely grey bowl, while in his mind he 
translates his bible quote from Afrikaans to English before he says to the 
Cleric, “Obey the Lord and He will heal the land.”  

The seated Cleric nods in silent assent at the words of  their 
common god and allows the Minister to guide his heels towards the 
bowl.  The Cleric’s delicate ankle bones twitch at the Minister’s touch, in 
memory of  a time, when he convulsed in near-death throes at a remote 
mission hospital, after an assassination order signed by this Minister to 
impregnate his underwear with toxic poisons.  The Cleric’s heel cupped 
in the Minister’s palm break the water’s surface as together they become 
submerged.  The Cleric feels his chest tremble as he recalls the violent 
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convulsions he fought during his illness.  He regards his one-time would-
be murderer and prays to his Lord for guidance to deliver this sinner 
from evil.  On his knees, the Minister chants his scripture lesson, “If  
I then, your Lord and Master, have washed your feet; ye also ought to 
wash one another’s feet. For I have given you an example, that ye should 
do as I have done to you. Verily, verily, I say unto you, The servant is not 
greater than his Lord.”

The upturned hem of  the Cleric’s trousers touches the Minister’s 
shirtsleeve.  Above the hemline, the Minister witnesses a scroll of  writing 
appear in the fabric.  He turns his head to peer as silken colourful threads 
begin to convert the weave and stitch of  the Cleric’s trousers into beautiful 
script.  Decipherable letters start to materialise into a list of  names.  The 
Minister searches for his own name in the heaven-sent vision.  Before 
his eyes, the scroll undulates and begins to unravel.   Stitches loop and 
kink in the fold of  the cloth, unpicking themselves to form small nooses.  
Invisible needles sew threads which burrow and worm their way from 
the Cleric towards the Minister’s shirt cuffs.  He closes his eyes to stop 
them rolling and washes the Cleric’s feet with fervour.  As he cleanses 
his sins and his past, the threads spell out letters of  the alphabet.  First 
up one shirtsleeve, then the other.  They write themselves onto his 
ironed collar, continue down his back, until finally, his whole suit of  
clothes is smothered in raised embroidered stitches.  With his hands still 
underwater, the Minister snaps at the marching threads with his teeth.  
Soon his pockets are stuffed full of  the tangled threads that spell out 
the names of  the resurrected.  They lie nestled among clots of  blood, 
bones and severed fingers in fruit jars kept by police officers during the 
Minister’s reign.  Rampant stitches sew the missing bodies together, join 
lost handfuls of  hair to bald patches and darn the future.  Folded neatly 
inside his shirt pocket is his amnesty, stained and pierced by needle holes.  
One for each acknowledgement he gave to the thirty thousand lives he 
crushed.  Because his countrymen and women dared to believe that they 
too were human and created equal in the image of  his god.  In his act 
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of  contrition, the Minister’s tears drop into the waters below as his sins 
are released.  He turns to the Cleric, ‘We must obey the Lord and He 
will heal the land,” then bows his head and waits for his blessing.   The 
Cleric lays his hand on this lamb that strayed from the flock, ‘Thy sins 
are forgiven.’

The Minister lifts his face to the channel of  God and inhales his first 
breath of  freedom, ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika.’ 
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Khadijah Ibrahiim
Paradise

Imagine An-Noor,   
The Light from beyond the sky,
flying over England’s concrete shore
to straighten the curve in your back,
remove the screw in your face  – 
signs of  centuries of  loss and pain. 

Imagine An-Noor, 
African dust between your toes
motes rising 
as you walk in a circle through 
soft sand and sea,
in the cool night air before the white 
thread of  the dawn is lifted.
Paradise lies at the feet of  your mother.

Imagine An-Noor
in a Sufi chanting,
polished ebony with the grace of  an angel, 
body entwined 
in white and indigo njaxas cloth, 
swaying from side to side
in order 
in time;
Ar-Rahman, Ar-Raheem, Al-Kareem.

An-Noor is what you see 
within the stars and the moon, 
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all regal and auspicious,
in dhikr you meet the morning sky;
finger tips turn tasbih beads;
delicate hums cascade 
like silken sheets, 
soften the heart.

Enter a place where time has 
not damaged the heart, 
freedom in motion;
Ar-Rahman Ar-Raheem, Al-Kareem, 
All Merciful and Beneficial,
99 names – softly, in harmony.

Imagine An-Noor
fusing tales of  separation, 
cut from Atlantic’s ocean bed
and a Sufi chanting, whispering Allah’s name; 
Ar-Rahman, Ar-Raheem, Al-Kareem,
99 names – softly, in harmony.

A Sufi chanting, 
and paradise lies at the feet of  your mother,
straightens the curve in your back,
removes the screw in your face, 
keeps African dust rooted between your toes.

Ar-Rahman Ar-Raheem, Al-Kareem, An-Noor

Note: Muslims (particularly Sufis) teach that there are 99 names for God, An-Noor – is one of the names, which means ‘The Light’ in Arabic 
– (light / guide to freedom).
Dhikr – remembrance – to be in a state of remembrance of God – free from everyday surroundings – a sense of paradise. 
Njaxas –  patchwork cloth (in the Wolof language) – often indigo and white.

Tasbih – prayer beads.
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Jack Mapanje

Surviving Freedom in Sunderland, April 2007

And should the traffic police disrupt 
your direct route from A19 because 
another truck has shed its load in front 
of  you; should your diverted traffic 
snail tediously past toughened faces 
of  villages struggling to rescue their
dignity after long lost coal and ship-
building industries; should you lose 
your way zig-zagging and criss-crossing 
the city’s maze of  cul-de-sacs, one-way 
streets, weird roundabouts and green, 
grey and other bridges; should you 
begin to panic about your delay and 
the petrol running out – 
                                 Do not frighten 
the senior citizens unravelling the lyrics
of  their seagulls flying over the seafront
nor interrupt the Empire Theatre box 
office girls forever chattering on line; 
just take on the city’s three old ladies 
at the nearby bus stop, they’ll show you 
The Green Terrace campus, precisely 
where your audience is waiting to hear, 
gratis, how you survive your liberation.
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Jack Mapanje
Upon Opening Tina’s ‘Asylum Carwash’

 I

Opening Tina’s ‘Asylum Carwash’ project
At Sunderland Museum & Winter Gardens
The other night was the easiest part; you 
Needed only to cite the slave trade abolition
Bicentenary and invoke the composer of  
‘Amazing Grace’ that the globe reveres –
More than the slaves he brutalised before 
He suitably repented – and the job’s done.
			   The toughest part
Must have been for Tina Gharavi and her 
Mates to convince South Shields refugees, 
Asylum seekers and other minorities who 
Create carwashes out of  nothing to thrive, 
That this too was another worthy venture, 
To help them pay their dues to Caesar and 
Survive the harsh elements they encounter 
Every North East Winter.

II

Introducing the eight hour documentary 
That is meaningful without a story, script
Or words, to Arts Council and other patrons 
Of  slavery abolition schemes in Sunderland
Museum & Winter Gardens the other night
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Was the lightest of  duties; you needed only 
To read our hypocritical societies in the actors’
Car hot wash, the soaping, waxing, rinsing 
And drying – no rollers, no brushes – just 
God’s own perfect hands, to spot the slavery.
		       The hardest part must 
Have been for Tina Gharavi to sway her 
Creators to Sunderland Museum & Winter 
Gardens, to mingle nervously with their 
Patrons, sampling samosas, sandwiches 
And other civilised nibbles, washing them 
Down, not with red wine or beer, but with 
White wine, juices and sparkling water.

III

Speaking at the ‘Asylum Carwash’ Exhibition 
In Sunderland Museum & Winter Gardens
The other night was the least painful duty; you 
Needed only to meet the actors and creators 
On their own terms, to appreciate their magic
In gathering their dues to Caesar and thriving;
                         The greatest challenge for all:
Directors, actors, patrons, you and me must 
Surely be, as we wish the project’s country 
Tour well, whether we are listening or merely 
Taking ‘Asylum Carwash’ as another ‘Amazing 
Grace’ in the atlas of  our abolition of  slaveries!
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Simon Murray
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARGHHHH!

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAArghhhh!---
   ---bolish all 
celebration, commotion, 
   promotion of  the notion
   that we are free,
de owner of  de plantation
   now owns de penitentiary

I hear voices:

A chemical brown voice 
blairs out 
from behind 
a plastic bush:

	 ASBO
	 TESCO 
	 GITMO
	 LET’S GO
	 BACK TO WORK
	 BACK TO SCHOOL 
	 NO STOPPING
	 BUSINESS AS USUAL
	 – CARRY ON SHOPPING.

Organic green voice 
spreads seeds
like 
neglected weeds:
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aaaaaaaaaaaA-bolish all 
   co-operation with corporations,
i-pod, i-phone, i-home, i-clone,
   i, i, i… me, me, me, me, me,
quicker cheaper contracts 
   cannot bring liberty,
turn off  big brother, 
   see reality c--c--t--v
de owner of  de plantation
   spells apartheID with ID… 

Chemical brown
blairs out 
from behind 
plastic bush:
	

HUMAN RIGHTS
HAVE GONE WRONG
POLITICAL MADNESS
HAS GONE CORRECT
SEVEN SEVEN
NINE ELEVEN
DATES WE CANNOT 
EASILY FORGET.

Organic green
spreads seeds
like 
neglected weeds:
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aaaaaaaaaaaA-bolish 
   abomination 
   of  a bomb-making nation.
erase email, 
   turn facebook face to a book, 
reclaim time and space 
   that myspace took,
look up from the gutter, 
   dim stars of  celebrity,
the owner of  de plantation
   CEO of  military… 

brown blairs 
behind chemical bush:

FREE PRESS 
FREE VOTE
FREE MARKET 
FREE TRADE 
EVERYTHING UNDER CONTROL
DON’T  ASK WHERE –
OR HOW – IT’S MADE. 

green spreads weeds
neglected seeds:

aaaaaaaaaaaA-bolish de myth 
   of  freedom granted 
   by philanthropist
free freedom fighting names 
   of  CLR James, 
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   Nkrumah, Nanny, Nehanda and a 
   thousand Dessalines;
stitch bullet-holes of  history 
   and herstory to see
de owner of  de plantation
   media monopoly…

brown blairs behind bush:

STICK TO THE CURRICULUM 
STAY ON COURSE
TURN TO THE CHAPTER
“ABOLITION 
= WILBERFORCE”. 
DO NOT UPSET THE SPONSORS
NO, IT’S NOT HYPOCRITICAL 
FEEL FREE TO SPEAK FREELY
JUST MAKE SURE IT’S NOT
   PO-LIT-I-CAL.

green weeds spread seeds:

aaaaaaaaaaaA-bolish 
   media monopoly, ID, military,
abolish bomb-making nations,
abolish corporations,
abolish the penitentiary
and – to be truly free,
abolish plantation owners
   of  de e-k-k-k-onomy.
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Seni Seneviratne
Sitting for The Mistress

Detail from a portrait of French aristocrat, Louise de Kéroualle, 
Duchess of Portsmouth, a mistress of Charles II, posing with her 
black child servant.  Oil on canvas,  Pierre Mignard, 1682.

	
First sitting

Blackbird lives inside me and the mistress 
knows.  She calls me her petite merlette 
and tells me I mustn’t worry because 
inside my black skin is a soul as white as 
the pearls she has tied so tight around my neck.  

She says I was three when she washed the devil 
away.  My head pushed back, water swamped 
my face so I couldn’t breathe.  She says if  I do 
bad things I’ll make it black again.  Then she’ll 
have to clip her little blackbird’s wings.

The mistress says I must stand beside her while 
Monsieur Mignard makes us up with colours that 
smell; that we will be a painting, in a gilded frame, 
hanging in the halls of  the Palace of  Whitehall; 
that the King will be pleased; that her skin will be 

lead white, against the burnt umber and lamp-black 
of  my skin.  My head spins and Monsieur shouts, 
Look at the mistress, not me! Tilt your chin up! 
I gaze at her neck.  The collar of  pearls stifles mine. 
I try to see her soul inside her skin.
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Second sitting

Blackbird lives inside me.  
There are feathers everywhere.  
I sweep them into small piles, far down 
below my ribs and smile like the mistress tells me.  
Parched lips stretch across dry teeth and pull my cheeks. 

As if  cheeks would melt.  The face very close 
in my dream squeezing mine as if  our cheeks 
would melt into each other. Tears trickling 
over me and the mouth kissing.  
Blackbird stirs and the feathers blow.  

They clog my throat.  When I cough out 
feathers, the mistress laughs, asks why 
I bark like one of  the King’s spaniels. 
Merlette aboye comme un chien.
Blackbird takes flight.  

One swoop, two swoops, three swoops.  
My feet are scavenging for solid ground.  
The mistress will be angry. Behind her head 
One… two… three clouds in a painted sky  
slow me… one…two…three…down…

Third sitting 

Blackbird lives inside me.  
She sleeps while Monsieur Mignard 
mixes colours in his pots of  clay.  
My hand is too small for the weight 
of  this pearl-filled nautilus shell.
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If  I tremble, if  the shell tips over,
if  the polished pearls fall, the mistress
will be angry. One red jewel, two red jewels
three red jewels dripping from her dress.
Blackbird shifts.  

The mistress rests her arm across my back.  
So light a touch, a tickle on my shoulder.  
A touch, a lift, a strong arm round my legs, 
a hand cupped under my armpit, fingers 
pressing on my back.  Blackbird flutters,

I gulp feathers.  Heavy eyes count blackbird
back to sleep.  One … red … jewel … two…red
jewels … three … red…  Mistress nips my shoulder.
Look at me and smile, merlette!
You will spoil the picture!

Fourth sitting 

Blackbird lives inside me.  She is learning
to be still.  She watches Monsieur Mignard
as he watches me.  The crimson coral chafes 
my fingers, rough like the blanket that we 
hide under at night, in the damp room that 

smells of  the big grey water, licking the palace 
walls outside the window.  Sickness rises like 
the water to drown us.  I push my fist into my mouth 
and bite my knuckles. Blackbird wails. Her wings scream 
at the criss-cross window. We have to fly away, fly away, fly home.  
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When blackbird thuds down, I suck in breath and hold 
my ears to stop the noise.  Mistress is right. We’ll have to clip 
your black wings. Tame the devil in you.  I lie very still. 
It’s like a hand is squeezing my head and I can’t ever grow. 
My cheeks sting and I can’t find blackbird.  Pain crawls from 
chest to belly.  I wrap it up, cover it with feathers.
 

Fifth sitting  

Blackbird lives inside me.  She teaches me to fly 
over the palace gardens.  We leave the mistress 
sitting on her velvet stool with pink cheeks and 
painted lips that never smile. We find black pearls 
that are soft and bitter on the tongue. 

We lose ourselves in the swish of  leaves and 
the pearls fall in my hands, bleed on my fingers.  
I stand on tiptoe, claw at mama’s body, my leg
reaching to get a foothold, to climb up her as if  
she is a tree but she is being dragged away, smaller 

and smaller until she disappears.  Blackbird whirls 
in the sky screeching, We are lost, we are dying!   
Blackbird is captured.  Blood stings my lips, pours 
from my fists.  Hold her down.  Beat her till her feathers fly.  
Beat the devil out!  Savage!  Nothing will tame you!  

I lick blood.  Blackbird calls Mama, Mama, but I tell her 
You have no Mama, you are too wicked.
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Rommi Smith
Full Moon

It is like love, they say; you don’t know what it is
until: 

that slow moon sinks inside you, deep as realisation. 
And just like that moon on night’s lips, 
its meaning though a statement of  itself, is greater 
than its circumference. It is understood in phases: 
half, full, new; it plays an emotion in you, 
you keep trying to set to words. 

You could spend your lifetime standing still, 
contemplating its existence, comprehending where to find it; 
trying to squeeze its definition from the tightest, airless places, 
oblivious that you are, at your centre, what it tries to tell you 
that you are, eyes turned from its presence in the 
smallest acts of  kindness.

You don’t know what the word is ’til you mourn
its passing; its substance up in flame and you inhaling smoke. 
The death of  something as routine as Monday; 
the thing you never knew you had, yet took 
for granted, has you looking for the remnants 
of  its letters, feeling through the ashes;
the sadness as you’re spelling out its ghost.

In exchange for faith, we desire proof ’s illustration;
to capture it and make it testify to our own narratives, 
but in asking a butterfly its destination, we conjure its antithesis.
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It is like love, they say; you don’t know what it is until
you know: it lives due to love; the bright yolk 
held sure in the centre of  the shell, not eclipsed, but enclosed;
the moon that sends its mirror upon the tide, the tide 
that brings the mirror back. The same moon that lights 
the open, terrifying road; the light that urges us:

now walk.
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FWORDS WRITERS

Tanya Chan-Sam is a South African writer living in Sheffield.  She has 

performed at literature festivals in Sheffield, Cape Town and London.  

She is a member of Inscribe and was selected for a mentorship award 

with Apprenticeships in Fiction 2007.  Her writing is published in the 

UK and South Africa.  She is published in: The Invisible Ghetto (Cosaw, 

1993); Deviant Desire (Ravan, 1994); A woman sits down to write 

(Schuster, 2003); Women Flashing (Schuster, 2005); 180 Degrees. 

(Oshun, 2005); Tell Tales 2 (Flipped Eye, 2006); Hair (Suitcase Press, 

2006) and Sable (Autumn 2006 and Autumn 2007).

Khadijah Ibrahiim was born in Leeds of Jamaican parentage. Hailed 

as one of Yorkshire’s most prolific poets by BBC Radio, she has ap-

peared alongside the likes of Linton Kwesi Johnson, Lemn Sissay and 

Benjamin Zephaniah. �������������������������������������������������      She ���������������������������������������������     is a literary activist, researcher, educator 

and director of theatre for development and the co-ordinator/mentor 

for Leeds Young Authors. Her work has appeared in several publica-

tions including, A Journey Through Our History (The Jamaican Society, 

2003), Voices of Women (Yorkshire Arts, 2003) and Hair (Suitcase 

Press, 2006). She is currently working on her first poetry chapbook, to 

be published by Inscribe/Peepal Tree Press in December 2007.
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Jack Mapanje is a distinguished Malawian poet, linguist, editor and 

scholar. He has published five books of poetry, Of Chameleons and 

Gods, The Chattering Wagtails of Mikuyu Prison, Skipping Without 

Ropes, The Last of the Sweet Bananas: new and selected poems 

and Beasts of Nalunga, which has been shortlisted for the prestigious 

Forward Prize for Poetry (2007). He has edited anthologies of poetry 

and other works including, Gathering Seaweed: African Prison Writing. 

He has written a forthcoming prison memoir, and crocodiles are hun-

gry at night. Mapanje is the recipient of numerous literary honours 

and awards. He is now a senior lecturer in English at the University of 

Newcastle upon Tyne, where he teaches creative writing.

Simon Murray (symurai) is a poet, short fiction writer, and spoken 

word performer. His work has been published in several anthologies 

including, Dance The Guns to Silence: 100 poems for Ken Saro-Wiwa 

(Flipped Eye), Hair (Suitcase Press); Toaster for Smoky Laughter 

(Inscribe) and his blog, ‘The Protestor’s Dilemma’, featured on the 

Guardian Unlimited News blog. He has appeared at numerous venues 

around Britain and at the 2nd International Sable Litfest Festival in 

The Gambia. He is working on his first book, ‘Kill Yourself Now: True 

Confessions of an Advertising Man’ (novel as memoir).
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Seni Seneviratne is a writer, singer, photographer and performer. She 

was born in Leeds, Yorkshire in 1951 to an English mother and Sri 

Lankan father. She has been writing poetry since her early teens and 

was first published in 1989.  She has lived in Sheffield since 1978.  

Her poetry and prose is published in the UK, Denmark, Canada and 

South Africa.  Her debut poetry collection Wild Cinnamon and Winter 

Skin  was published in March 2007 by Peepal Tree Press.  She is 

currently involved in Inscribe, a Northern Black Writers Development 

Programme and is working on her second collection.

Rommi Smith is Parliamentary Writer in Residence. Her specific fo-

cus is an exploration of the Parliamentary Act of 1807 to abolish the 

British Slave Trade. This is the first post of its kind in history. She has 

held numerous national and international residencies including: British 

Council Poet in Residence at California State University in Los Angeles 

and BBC Writer in Residence for the Commonwealth Games. Her 

chapbook of poems: Selected Poems from Mornings and Midnights 

was a Poetry Book Society Pamphlet Choice in 2006. Her work has 

been nominated for a South Bank Show Award. The full collection, 

Mornings and Midnights is due from Peepal Tree Press in late 2007.
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FWORDS VISUAL ARTISTS

Fosuwa Andoh was born in Sheffield and grew up in Sierra Leone, 

Ghana and The Gambia. She now lives in Leeds. She is an artist, 

craftsman, educationalist and musician. Her work is inspired by the 

traditional and visual aesthetics of African’s oral tradition, working  with 

various materials including glass, batik and sand.  Fosuwa Andoh’s 

work honours the chain of transmission from the ancestors for the cre-

ative journey; conveying and maintaining her deep spiritual heritage, 

producing an immediate and direct communication between viewer 

and the work.  She is presently undertaking research for her Ph.D, at 

the Prince’s School of Traditional Art in London.

Seyi Ogunjobi, born in Nigeria, is a storyteller, musician, painter, tex-

tile artist and translator (Yoruba and Hausa).  His paintings have been 

exhibited across Africa, Europe and America and he has participat-

ed in collaborative exhibitions with other Nigerian Artists and African 

artists from the Diaspora at galleries such as 198 Gallery and The 

Brickhouse Gallery in London. Ogunjobi teaches in schools, colleges 

and universities, nationally and internationally. Commissions have in-

cluded work for Harrods, the BBC costume department, The British 

Museum, the Cheltenham Art Gallery & Museum, the Victoria & Albert 

Museum’s Nehru textile Museum project and the Banbury museum.
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List of resources and further reading

The commemoration to mark the Parliamentary Act to abolish the British Slave 
Trade 200 years ago, has inspired the creation of several resources. Following 
are details of  projects that the FWord writers and artists are involved in; regional 
web resources, national web sites that include a specifc Yorkshire remit, and a 
selected list of relevant books on the topic of the Slave Trade (historical and con-
temporary), and of relevance to Black people in Britian. More information can be 
found on the the FWord sites and will be added to over time.

www.peepaltreepress.com
myspace.com/fwordscreativefreedom

Regional web links

West Yorkshire
bradford/content/articles/2007/02/15/
west_yorkshire_slave_tra   de_feature.shtml

Bradford has strong abolitionist 
connections, with lectures in the 
1850s from the ‘fugitive slave’ John 
Brown, and Bradford Liberal MP W.E. 
Forster. Bradford agitators held an 
anti-slavery demonstration in 1863.

www.kirklees.gov.uk/events/documents/
abolitiontext.pdf

Programme for a Peaceful City
The ‘Programme for a Peaceful City’ 
(associated with Yorkshire Forward) 
is a network of academics and 
individuals living and working in 
various organisations and areas of the 
District.      

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bradford/abolition/

http://www.bbc.co.uk/leeds/content/
articles/2007/04/26/abolition_wilson_
armistead_feature.shtml

http://www.bbc.co.uk/leeds/content/
articles/2007/02/22/abolition_
harewood_house_feature.shtml

East Yorkshire
http://www.wilberforce2007.co.uk/

Hull led the commemoration with a 
programme of  34 weeks of events 
and activities in 2007, ‘Wilberforce 
2007’, focusing on slavery and 
emancipation, both in a historical  and 
modern context. 

SOUTH Yorkshire
http://www.bbc.co.uk/southyorkshire/
abolition/index.shtml



35

National connections 
with Yorkshire links

www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/abolition/
Abolition
Commemorating the passing of the 
Abolition of the Slave Trade Act

http://www.freedomandculture.com/
In partnership with eminent artists, 
activists and thinkers as well as 
emergent younger talent, the Freedom 
and Culture programme explores the 
crucial dimensions of oppression and 
freedom.

Directgov www.direct.gov.uk/en/slavery/
DG_065970
A dedicated bicentenary area.

FWords Writers’ links

Jack Mapanje
http://www.bloodaxebooks.com/personpage.
asp?author=Jack+Mapanje

http://www.contemporarywriters.com/
authors/?p=auth02C22P033712627096

Simon Murray
www.symurai.com
www.myspace.com/symurai

Seni Seneviratne
http://www.divacreative.co.uk/seni/
http://www.peepaltreepress.com

Rommi Smith
www.rommi-smith.co.uk
www.parliament.uk/slavetrade

SOURCES USED BY 
writers IN their work

Tanya Chan-Sam
‘How God Blessed Africa’

LMS missionaries and religious 
experiences by J. Cooper
www.unisa.ac.za/contents/publications/
docs/KLEIO34.pdf

Combating Spiritual and Social 
Bondage: Early Missions in the Cape 
Colony by E. Elbourne & R. Ross
https://www.openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/
bitstream/1887/4245/1/1246876_084.pdf

A History of Christianity in Africa by 
Elizabeth Isichei

Religion in Africa – Mission Christianity 
by Terence Ranger
www.ocms.ac.uk/lectures/ 

A Concise History of South Africa and 
Hoe God Zuid-Afrika Zegende by Robert 
Ross

Landscape and Memory  by Simon Schama

The Trader The Owner The Slave by 
James Walvin

Simon Murray
‘AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARGHHHH!’

Grassroots Rising: Cross community 
Dialogue Facilitation Toolkit – by SAVO, 
Southwark 2007 And Beyond (a 
brochure & chronology for anti-slavery 
resistance timeline).

Do It Yourself – A handbook for 
changing the world – Pluto Press, 2007 
ISBN- 978-0-7453-2637-5  (includes 
pages of his design work)

Capitalism & Slavery by Eric Eustace 
Williams 
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‘AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARGHHHH!’

Capitalism & Slavery by Eric Eustace Williams 
Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature (Studies in 
African Literature) by Ngugi Wa Thiong’o 
Slaves Who Abolished Slavery: Blacks in Rebellion by Richard Hart

Decolonising the Mind: The Politics 
of Language in African Literature 
(Studies in African Literature) by Ngugi 
Wa Thiong’o 

Slaves Who Abolished Slavery: Blacks 
in Rebellion by Richard Hart

Seni Seneviratne
‘Sitting with the Mistress’

Amazing Grace An anthology of poems 
about slavery 1660-1810 
edited by James G. Basker  

Ignatius Sancho – An African Man 
of Letters, National Portrait Gallery 
publication.   

A Short History of Slavery by James 
Walvin 

The Interesting Narrative and other 
Writings by Olaudah Equiano

Thoughts and Sentiments on the 
Evils of Slavery by Quobna Ottobah 
Cugoana

Britain’s Slave Empire by James 
Walvin 

The Atlantic Sound by Caryl Phillips

Rommi Smith
‘FULL MOON’

Frederick Douglass by Robert Hayden

Taking Off Emily Dickinson’s Clothes 
by Billy Collins

The British Slave Trade: Abolition, Par-
liament and People by Stephen Farrell, 
Melanie Unwin and James Walvin

Further Reading

Requiem by Kwame Dawes, Peepal 
Tree Press

Samboo’s Grave – Bilal’s Grave by 
Dorothea Smartt, Peepal Tree Press

Moving Worlds, a journal edited by 
Shirley Chew, produced by University 
of Leeds. Volume 7:2, ‘Freedom and 
Culture’ is a special issue on the par-
liamentary abolition of the slave trade

Sable, Autumn 2007  edited by Kadija 
Sesay features new work from some of 
the FWord Writers. The special issue,  
‘Perspectives on Being British’ Sable, 
Winter 2007 edited by Koye Oyedeji 
features new work by FWord writers 
and carries the FWord writers dvd

The Oxford Companion to Black Brit-
ish History by David Dabydeen, John 
Gilmore and Cecily Jones

further information and 
resources

www.peepaltreepress.com
www.myspace.com/creativefreedom

‘FWords’ is an original signature 
project devised and funded by 
Arts Council England, Yorkshire.
 


