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Foreword


Think of James Berry as a 3-D person. For his open-hearted embracing of difference, diversity, and discovery, that inform the DNA of his poetic output and philosophy of life. To arrive at this state of being is almost a gift of grace and reflects the fluid chemistry of love.


Having lived in the USA in the 1940s, before settling in Britain in 1948, he experienced first-hand how minds historically moulded by racism and stereotypes can have a closed view of the world – and indeed of human interactions.


But James Berry has always refused to fall into the simplistic trap of reducing the complexity of human beings to their race, gender, or cultural background. In his own words, we must learn not to fear what is unlike ourselves to avoid remaining in a state of immaturity.


Taking his cue from nature, he finds inspiration in the “difference and variety of our human family”. In the poem ‘What do we do with a variation’, he puts forward the challenging question:


“What do we do with a difference?


Do we communicate to it?


Let application acknowledge it?


For barriers to fall down?”


The reader can feel the overflow of tenderness. Whether in cheekily affectionate letters scribbled by pets to their owners (in this case a pig):


“I want us to walk to dig together,


wallow together and share


one bath. I want us to walk


together, all muddy and smart”


Or in the recollection of a grandmother’s toothless kisses:


“Toothless, she kisses


with fleshy lips


rounded, like mouth


of a bottle, all wet”


This generosity of spirit can be felt even when moments of alienation set in and threaten to engulf one’s self-worth. For example, a black teenager in a new place gives a celebratory response to cross-cultural identity:


“Using what time tucked in me, I see


my body pops with dance.


Streets break out in carnival.


Rooms echo my voice. I see


I was not a migrant bird.


I am a transplanted sapling, here blossoming”


In his contact with young people, reading his poetry and giving workshops, James would draw inspiration from the new generation rap genre. But James also draws on the orality of Jamaican proverbs, school-yard chants, the call-and-response of work songs which energize his work with a musicality. Note the distinctive colouration of so-called standard English with cadences from his Caribbean creole word-hoard. What he often refers to as roots language, roots speech, roots voice.


This collection vibrantly demonstrates poetry as verbal music that stirs wide human connections.


Echoing the title of this collection, ‘Only one of me’, it would be equally true to say of James Berry, the poet and person – Only one of he.


John Agard









Introduction


This book is a mixture of all the books of poems I have written for children. It is great to see poems from these different sources brought together in one big selection. I am asking you to have a look and see what catches your eye and perhaps even stirs your feelings.


I will tell you that when I went to my village school in Jamaica, West Indies, in the 1930s, I liked poems. But all the poems we read and studied at school were about life in the United Kingdom. Now changes have happened. I would be very happy to know that poems here work to stir young people’s thoughts, feelings, activities and general experiences, in both the Caribbean and the UK particularly. Yet I also hope and believe, that because poems have a way of working in unexpected ways in the imagination, children from anywhere may well relate to poems here and share their varied stories.


Looking a bit into each section, I’ll pick out a few of my favourite poems.


In When I Dance, I have a great attachment to ‘Letter From Your Special Big Puppy Dog’. It always amuses me to think of an owner picking up this enthusiastic over-the-top letter from an affectionate puppy.


Have a look at ‘Happenings’ in Isn’t My Name Magical? It seems simple – ‘One thing happens/another thing happens . . .’ – but this way of noting builds up a picture that might make you laugh.


From Playing a Dazzler I’ll choose ‘Childhood Tracks’, a poem that is a series of pictures, sounds, tastes and smells that take me back to the Caribbean.


A Nest Full of Stars, my latest book, is full of favourites, but I’ll just pick out one popular poem, ‘Gobble-Gobble Rap’, a joyful celebration of the mouth and of eating. Do read this aloud in real rap fashion.


There are just four poems to give you a little flavour of the book. I leave you to enjoy all the rest.


James Berry
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