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            Tenderfoot: a newcomer or novice, especially a person

unaccustomed to hardship (OED)

            
                

            

            For now I ask no more than the justice of eating!

Pablo Neruda, The Great Tablecloth

            
                

            

            I have already enjoyed too much, give me something to desire.

Samuel Johnson, The History of Rasselas, Prince of Abissiniax

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
1
               
          
          INGLIZAWI NEGN!
        

            

            
               
                  Sometimes he stands on the balcony in his blue pyjamas

                  and sees it through the eucalyptus trees

               

               
                  slips out when day is lapping at the dark

                  and stands there looking over garden gates and walls

               

               
                  over tin roofs clicking in their shadows

                  down a track that wanders into the evening

               

               
                  out towards the faintly green distance of hills

                  already stirring with bats and the idea of pumas

               

               
                  he can hear bells and bits of conversation   someone far away

                  banging a nail   knows himself to be small and foreign

               

               
                  standing on the balcony of a big quiet house

                  that holds him up   holding him like a hand under his feet

               

               
                  but never feels unwelcome in the semi-dark

                  if someone hails him from the track he will call back Selam!

               

               
                  if someone asks   where are you from, little boy?

                  he will answer proudly   Inglizawi negn!

               

               
                  he does not really know right now where English is or what

                  but is not troubled by the things he does not understand

               

               
                  while his eyes follow silhouettes of long-tailed birds

                  and he feels this moment stretch almost forever 2

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            3አሀያ መጣች ፥ ተጭና ባቄላ
aheya met’ach, tech’na baq’ela

4
            here comes a donkey

loaded with beans

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
5
               SWEETHEART

            

            
               
                  Yemisrach puts an arm

                     around her husband

                  whispers hodé! in his ear

               

               
                  because here you say

                     my stomach

                  not my sweetheart

               

               
                  and I say   how on the nose

                     that stomachs stand

                  for love   here in Ethiopia

               

               
                  where people still admit

                     how close a crop

                  and with it every

               

               
                  masticating

                     sugar-burning

                  striding, strumming

               

               
                  circuitry of science

                     art, philosophy

                  can come to being lost…

               

               
                  Yemisrach wets our hands

                     and towels them

                  then Gedilu loads up 6

               

               
                  a pouch of injera

                     one-handed

                  with a zilbo stew

               

               
                  hodé! he says

                     as he says every day

                  the first mouthful is for you

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
7
               GOOD BREAD

               
                  for Abebe i.m.

               

            

            
               
                  Still warm and spongy    almost wet

                  a circle of injera on the mesob

                  sits in my mind’s eye and goes with me

                  reaching its gentle hand into my head

               

               
                  it makes me think about the day

                  your father took us to a market

                  in the hills    that red-eyed roadside boy

                  furiously begging to be fed…

               

               
                  do any of us really understand, Abebe

                  how finger close a boy can be

                  and still have nothing    nothing

                  of the world’s good bread?
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               ASFAW’S HUNGER

            

            
               
                  It was the smell of onions frying

                  coaxed his question out…

               

               
                      what rumbles in your tummy, Asfaw?

               

               
                          Hunger! Asfaw booms

               

               
                  boy plants an ear

               

               
                      I hear a donkey and two taxis tooting!

               

               
                          But is the donkey happy?

               

               
                  there are buses grinding    scooters shrilling

                  drovers thwacking    hawkers hooting

                  a priest with shoes but no shoelaces (hear it!)

                  cursing every idle beast with hellfire, snakes etc

               

               
                      and    loud and clear

               

               
                  two grunting sacks of beans    one unruffled donkey

                  flop-eared    fly-tailed    calm as granite

                  in the middle of the mayhem highway    munching

                  its crisp hay

               

               
                                             fuck off, old priest!

               

               
                  the donkey brays

                  and keeps on munching

               

               
                      Asfaw, your hunger stands its ground!
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               RAS GUGSA’S KINDNESS

            

            
               
                  The man who wrote this poem:

               

               
                        A man who loses his faith

                         will be buried in a field

                     and the earth will not cover his feet

               

               
                  who built churches and endowed them

                  gathered scholars of the Four Books

                  scholars of the great hymns of Yared

                  and many scholars of the different hymns

               

               
                  who prepared banquets for all his scholars

                  on the days of Christmas, Easter

                  and Epiphany, Annunciation

                  Ascension and Transfiguration

               

               
                  who ruled Begemder twice    from Beshelo

                  to Metemma    from Bambelo on the edge

                  of Wegera    following the basin of Lake Tana

                  even into the high Simiens

               

               
                  who was loyal to friends but great enough

                  to rebel whenever he felt like it

                  who had tents put up on Ajebar Field

                  so that his scholars could lie down

               

               
                  completely drunk on buckets of his t’ella

                  and flasks of his thick golden t’ej

                  after they had eaten all his white injera

                  and his everyday injera 10

               

               
                  trapping the thick sauces and tender meats

                  in strips of his delicious injeras

                  discussing the great hymns of Yared

                  while their lips and fingers became sticky

               

               
                  a man who died in battle

                  who when he died, three famous scholars

                  died with him    a man who even

                  in the worst confusion of the battlefield

               

               
                  until 11 o’clock in the morning

                  when he was killed

                  was seen handing out trays of food

                  and his friends, even his enemies, exclaimed

               

               
                  Ras Gugsa welcomes his own death with kindness!
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