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As long as I, your slim son, am there for you, why should your home be destroyed?


Mekonnen Galaacha
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Preface





I grew up in 1960s Addis Ababa, capital of Haile Selassie’s glamorous barefoot empire, home of black-maned lions and the African Union, of old priests decked out like butterflies and blazing young singers of Ethio-jazz such as Tilahoun Gessesse and Mahmoud Ahmed.


I wrote my first poem about Ethiopia when I was thirteen, about a python. Many more poems followed but never quite satisfied, as if there was something underneath which my normal language and style could not dig out. Only when I started reading as much Ethiopian poetry as I could find, and after I had a go at translating some Amharic poems myself with the help of a friend, did the real voice of my boyhood come stuttering back to the surface and start to write its own sort of poems.


Ethiopia has more than seventy ethnic groups and languages, so as many poetic traditions. Unfortunately, I am not an expert in any of them. I can only imitate the poems which I have read or heard, and liked, encouraging them to lead me in my own writing. A lot of this poetry is oral or sung. It is only recorded when an enthusiastic researcher like Fekade Azeze or Alula Pankhurst goes into the field to gather verses about a terrible famine, for example, or painful jigger fleas or corrupt politicians. It is an urgent poetry of protest and complaint, as well as praise, sometimes even in the voice of the object of protest, like the famine or the flea, so a sort of ironic boast. And since it is spoken, it delights in the sounds of words and in the physical presence of the people it addresses.





Chris Beckett


2013
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Abebe, the cook’s son









Abebe, from a distant afternoon


Abebe, from an afternoon where everybody naps


even the donkeys propped against trees


    on their little hoofs


Abebe, tall as a eucalyptus tree


Abebe, black all over when he pisses on a eucalyptus tree


who jaunties down dirt tracks to the honey shop


     buys two drippy honeycombs in a box


Abebe, the cool boy in drainpipe jeans and sky-blue sneakers


Abebe, the busy crossing where girls stop to chat


who clicks his fingers to the funky Ibex Band


    as we saunter back up track


Abebe, calling come here! to the dog called Come Here


Abebe, trotting round the dog-yard like a horse


who saddles up the smoky horses and takes me prairie-galloping


who makes a dash at mud-caves where hyenas sleep


who shows me how to cook kwalima beef and ginger sausages


    and a chickpea fish for Lent


Abebe, gobbling up the afternoon like a kwalima


Abebe, grinning like a chickpea fish


    while everybody naps













kwalima: a spicy dried sausage made with minced beef and ginger, as well as plenty of pepper, cardamom and turmeric
























Mount Entoto









Brow of a giant, tufty, full of birds


Dad cuts the engine, calling







    chocks away!







so our car swoops down the giant’s back


with gasp of tyres







just then a raggy boy appears


flings out his gabi like a bustard’s wings







racing down the roadside on small springy feet


on the ‘t’ of take-off







now a fierce astonishing idea flies in the open window







        am I leading the wrong life?







all it would take is to open this door


all I must do is to jump out into the wind, shouting







             ayzohhhh!!!







but when I turn the handle, with Dad yelling over his shoulder


and our car still plunging like a stone







the boy and his life leap in










gabi: a thick shawl worn over normal clothes for warmth
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