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DEDICATION


These poems are dedicated to my colleagues in Ndolo Military Prison, Mugisha Stephen Jirani, Nathan Bright, Kamukama Aggrey, and Kamugisha Joseph Kariisho, and to all those who have staked their all—skin, soul, and savings in the struggle for a free and democratic Uganda. You are the fragrant rose of the nation.
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I nearly gave up on writing in jail. One day in the sixth year of my incarceration, all my manuscripts were confiscated. Losing six years of tireless effort dealt a crippling blow to my morale. I was so devastated and didn't know where to start from. However, with the encouragement from my prison-mates, especially Mugisha Stephen and Kamukama Aggrey, who urged me to start afresh and would pester me to recite poems to them, I picked myself up and started all-over again. The poems contained in this book are largely a result of that encouragement.


I am highly indebted to all the enablers in and out of Ndolo Military Prison who contributed in different ways to help these poems see the light of day.


I am, however, constrained to mention names because much as I am out of jail, we are not yet out of the woods. It would therefore be imprudent to unveil your faces.


The poems contained in this volume reflect my views on a cross section of topics. I therefore bear full responsibility for these views.


Thank you, and may the Almighty richly reward you.










FOREWORD


If we lived in the days of the inkpot and the fountain pen, Mugumya’s poems would have been written with his blood. He does not write about what he has heard—his poems reel off fingers that have felt the whip.


Mugumya started off his activism as a university student. When his days at Makerere came to an end, while his colleagues left the heady days of student politics behind to seek comfortable jobs, Mugumya was drawn to national level opposition politics. A young man inspired by the ideals of freedom and justice; he was often drenched in teargas while confronting the realities of a mature dictatorship. Even before his protracted imprisonment, Mugumya had been a regular guest of Police cells across the country, depending on where the Police and opposition activist confrontations of the day might be.


The countless street battles, the endless court appearances to answer to superfluous charges, and the anguish of incarceration in one of the harshest prison systems in the region, have given birth to this anthology. To call it a labour of love is to understate the labour and to misrepresent love.


The poems were originally hand written on scraps of paper smuggled into prison cells. If some of the words appeared smudged, it was most likely with sweat and tears. Some of the poems sound like a call from the bottom of the pit. And yet Mugumya manages to infuse them with such wit and occasional humor that bring light to an otherwise dark odyssey.


Mugumya keeps the reader engaged, in part by changing voices. He addresses himself, his tormentors, his fellow victims, bystanders, and even God. His eighty poems cover a number of themes; love won and lost, hopes raised and dashed, poverty, injustice, guilt, sovereignty, courage, disenfranchisement, despair.


‘When an oppressor wags his finger at you, raise a clenched fist.’


‘Your frown burns my brow with shame.’


‘Freedom is an illusion, a dead dream.’


‘Who murdered our dream and composed this repulsive slave anthem?’


‘From dawn to dusk I sweat plasma, producing wealth but [remaining] desperately poor.’


‘You play golf as you theorize about my wretchedness, deducing that my poverty is a product of my laziness.’


‘Good leather bags were once prized milk-cows.’


‘Lucifer reigns in paradise.’


‘Even the strongest men in bed, fire their last shot and sleep.’


‘Together we are indomitable.’


‘A three-stringed rope cannot be broken.’


‘Is justice taboo here?’


‘We refuse to be victims!’


‘Your guard dogs are healthier than the men you employ to handle them.’


‘No one borrows a neighbor's tongue.’


‘The law’s arm, long enough to punish us, is too short to protect us.’


‘A lethargic hand from the past rules the present.’


‘Tomorrow will be better.’


‘You are your life’s driver.’


‘My favorite color is you.’


But a common thread can be traced throughout the collection—the duel between power and its abuse on one hand, and freedom and justice on the other, if one does not give up the struggle.


Mugumya’s writing is not an angry rant. It is not a wail calling for pity. While the matters he tables are not new to those familiar with African politics, this collection should cause us to reflect on our respective roles in this drama. Nobody is a spectator. We are all in there somewhere.


Dr. Olive Kobusingye, M. Med (Surg), MPH. Ugandan surgeon, Injury epidemiologist, author of ‘’The Correct Line? Uganda Under Museveni’’, and ‘The Patient’.










FATE OF THE CITIZEN


Nobody hears a kinsman’s ear blasting wails or feels their tears.


Screams, no louder than a falling leaf in a midnight blizzard.


But where there is such a sound as an infant’s breathing,


The Pharaoh’s sniffers single out its diaphragm’s ups and downs.


In the pearl’s rising sun, his bald and boots gleam.


But the mirthless skinny citizens share not in the nation’s abundance.


Ensnared, they are, by the Pharaoh astride the throne, reigning supreme.










THE AFRICAN JAIL / PART ONE: INJUSTICE


Dawn rends the night.


Through the ventilators, shafts of the rising sun shine on downcast souls Like sardines, we sleep.


Breath and fluids mingle, unleashing terrible toxic fumes. What a sleepless slumber!


Today, the African jail, tomb of the undead, awakes— Stale yesterday begins anew.


Murderers, rapists, the wise, the foolish, the innocent, the insane, panegyrists, critics, crooks and the honest all are here buried.


To have a glimpse of today, through steel bars we peep.


For my recusant stance, I, too, am interned.


I vowed;


Never to bow to Nebuchadnezzar’s statue. Powerless power playing powerful.


Guilty until proven innocent the unwritten code reads.


That is African justice, silently strangulating human souls.


Siberia must have been paradise!


This is poor Africa! We have more pressing priorities.


Justice for worthless undesirables is a waste of resources.


Power proclaims.


Oh injustice, you swim in wealth;


Why make justice expensive but secondary?


What will you plead when drums change sticks?


When your turn comes to swim in filth?


Will your hand stretch, reaching out for justice—


The justice you murdered?


Will you shout out, the rule of law! The law you despise?


Will you coil, frightened, when justice shall pronounce,


“because you upheld injustice, fry in your fat!”?


How will it be when chickens come to roost? As you prepared it, so it shall be.


Like fish in water, our tears go unnoticed. Only the dead know the coldness of the grave.


But die we all shall. The wise should care.










THE AFRICAN JAIL / PART TWO: SURVIVAL


I do my best to have the best of a bad situation.


Monotonous routine devours souls.


Strokes, heart attacks, depressions.


Natural causes! Physicians report.


Nothing natural! Psychologists refute.


Victim felled by frustration.


Injustice is the cause of death.


The sun is bright.
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