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Praise for Breaking the Maafa Chain



“The story of Sarah Forbes Bonetta, extraordinary even in extraordinary times, known to some in Sierra Leone, though virtually unknown elsewhere. Now Anni Domingo has brought her vividly to life in this richly imagined and compellingly told tale. Breaking the Maafa Chain is a gift to readers everywhere.”

—Aminatta Forna, author of The Window Seat

“Part fact, part fiction, Breaking the Maafa Chain is an important book, beautifully told. Domingo’s premise is a bold and uncompromising one—taking what is known, the story of Salimatu, the ‘Black Princess’, Sarah Forbes Bonetta, and weaving through it the story of her fictionalised sister, Fatmata, Faith. Domingo makes an eloquent point: that although the sisters suffered different fates, both were unfree: Fatmata enslaved in North America and Salimatu gifted to Queen Victoria, and utterly at her whim. It is a story that has resonance today, where Meghan Markle was expected to shape herself to a white institution, to belong.”

—Guinevere Glasfurd author of The Year Without Summer

“Anni Domingo brings great sensitivity to her fictionalised account of the remarkable young life of Sarah Forbes Bonetta, the ‘African Princess’, who became a god-daughter to Queen Victoria. The internal struggles of Salimatu (Sarah) are movingly explored as she struggles to remain true to her identity as an African after being taken from her homeland and brought to England as a gift from ‘the King of the Blacks to the Queen of the Whites.’ A comparable story is told of Salimatu’s sister Fatmata (Faith) who is transported to the United States before emancipation. Carefully constructed with a keen eye for historical accuracy, Domingo reveals a compassionate and affectionate Queen Victoria who is devoted to her African god-daughter. This is also an epic story of two sisters who are separated towards the end of the transatlantic slave trade, but never forget each other.”

—Stephen Bourne, author of War to Windrush and Evelyn Dove

“Anni Domingo’s Breaking the Maafa Chain is so rich in detail and dialogue, it is simply seductive. She captures so well, a little girl, Salimatu, who recalls the security of her family life, who is transported to a bewildering future in England to become Sarah, where she has to stand strong and survive. Not only will this book be read for the sheer enjoyment of a beautifully written novel, but for the learning gained. It is a historical novel that cannot be ignored.”

—Kadija Sesay, Literary Activist, author of Irki
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For my beloved children Jem, Joel and Zelda






PART ONE






PROLOGUE



A kì í dùbúlè ní ilè ká yí subú

One cannot fall down when already on the ground



December 1846

Stripped of everything but our black skins, our ritual scars, our beings, we are tied together in rows and jammed into another djudju pit, packed in so close no one can move. We lie on our sides, rough wooden boards hard against our bare skins, rubbing our shoulders raw, chained to the living and to the dead.

Now I know what fear smells like. It is the smell of grown men, groaning, sweating, and stinking. Fear is women crying, wailing, and calling on the ancestors to save them and their children before they are lost to Mamiwata.

All around me chains rattle and whips crack as the sails flap, boards creak, and ropes stretch. The noise in the cramped space swirls inside my aching head, as it hits the wooden sides of the swaying ship, drumming wild thoughts and dark fears into my mind. I feel the howls of those beside me, those above me and those below me run right through my body. The call of the Ochoema, the bird of parting makes my heart pound holding me tight before fading into the darkness but leaving me in pain.

I sink down, and weep in a way I have never wept before in all my fourteen seasons. Ayeeeee. Ogun, god of gods, help me.

Through the tears, I see everything that had been. My heart aches for Salimatu, my sister, my mother’s child, captured and sold, to Moors? To the white devils? There in the back of my eyes, way back, are the spiritless bodies of my mother Isatu and father Dauda, now gone to the land of our ancestors, without due honour. I see others too, Maluuma, mother of my mother, Lansana, my father’s first son, gone too. I fear that Amadu, my father’s last son, has also joined the ancestors. I have not seen him since he ran, but now can he be here in this pit, this wooden devil’s hole, and not know that I am close by?

‘Amadu, Amadu, son of Chief Dauda of Talaremba near Okeadon,’ I cry out, again and again.

‘Who calls for Amadu of Talaremba so loudly?’

‘Fatmata, his sister.’

‘They didn’t get him,’ he replies. ‘He never stopped running. Santigie and the white man did not have time to chase after him.’

I recognize the voice. It is Leye, the man who speaks the white man’s tongue.

The relief I feel flows through my words.

‘Olorun, creator of the Egbadon people. I praise you; I bless you. I thank you.’

There are loud cries in many tongues from the different tribes of peoples.

‘Now they will kill us and eat us,’ says one.

‘We’re sacrifice to their gods and to Mamiwata,’ says another, the shouts getting louder.

Mamiwata? I remember what my grandmother, Maluuma told me a long time ago. Mamiwata, goddess of water, drags those who disturbs her being down into the watery underworld to join the ancestors. Ayee, ayee.

‘No,’ says Leye, ‘this big canoe, this ship, will take us far, far away to be sold to the white man’s people. They’ve done this before, many times. I was once captured, but I escaped and came back to the land of my ancestors, a free man. Now here I am again, tied up, a slave once more. I swear to all the gods, I will not go back to that life, I will escape again or die trying.’

The sound of wailing rises sucking up what little air there is left. Sorrow fills my nose. In the dark I feel for my amulet and stroke the heart-stone Maluuma, gave me before she journeyed two rainy seasons past. Maluuma, who had known all, heard all and seen all, even before she went to join Olorun, the divine creator of the Talaremba people.

‘Maluuma, don’t leave me,’ I whisper. ‘They’re taking me away, taking me from everything. Help me find my way, for I am afeared.’

I hear my grandmother’s voice, I am no longer alone, no longer afeared that I too would disappear, like Jabeza, Lansana, and Salimatu. Her words are in the wind that makes the shipboards groan and the flapping sails sing.

‘Listen, my child, fear is in the eyes, in the heart, in the mind. Fear stinks of sweat, rottenness, death. Face your aloe-bitter fears and they will disappear. I am with you, my child. I’ll always be with you. I am part of you, so I will never be lost.’

I know I must remember the words that come with the first cry of the baby and stays until the last sigh slips out of the spiritless body. I must remember the words hidden in my bones and in the blood that seeped into the ground under the mango trees. I must live so that I can hand the words to my yet-to-be daughters, to my daughters’ daughters, to the daughters of my daughters’ daughter, down, down, down. They will know that the ancestors were around before ships brought the white devil, before our own people sold us, before we knew the sorrow of the maafa chains that now binds us, before I became a motherless, fatherless child. No matter where the white man takes me, he cannot steal my roots.

Deep inside me I hear talking drums calling, shouting out my name, Fatmata, Fatu. My words, my thoughts, my life, are beaten into my bones, my smell, into my flesh, for all times. A deep feeling of loss washes over me, drenching me with sadness and sorrow. I try to push away the pain from the raw mark of slavery branded on my left shoulder. Instead, I touch the healing scars of the initiation tattoo I carved on myself, and on my sister Salimatu—the monkey tattoo that says no matter where they take us, we are Talarembans and warriors, even if we are girls.

Oduadua, god of all women, help me. I must remember, I will remember, I do remember.






SALIMATU CHAPTER 1



Then shall they call upon me, but I will not answer

Proverbs 1:27



August 1850

By the time the HMS Bonetta arrived in England, Salimatu was disappearing, and she was becoming Sarah. After more than four weeks at sea, Sarah had learned much, especially how to push back Salimatu, the slave girl she had once been. It was her Sarah self, not Salimatu, who could read simple words, and count out simple sums using the abacus. It was Sarah who loved the song of the beads as she slid them from side to side, adding and taking away. And Sarah too, who did not sing the Odudua song anymore, even as still, somehow, thoughts of her beloved Fatmata were always with her.

The dockside at Gravesend was very different from the one they had left behind at Abomey. Although Papa Forbes told her to stay below, Sarah came up on deck drawn by unfamiliar sounds and smells. She buttoned up her coat and pulled on her gloves. Even so she felt cold in the September dawn. She shivered and coughed harshly, holding her chest where it hurt her.

It was Salimatu’s cough and Sarah wanted it gone. Papa Forbes had said it would go when they reached England. She was afraid she would cough until she spat out blood like Peg-leg Jed, the cook on Bonetta. He used to spit into a bucket in the kitchen or a piece of dirty rag all spotted with dark dried blood. She did not like blood. Sarah deeply breathed in the damp, smoky air and Salimatu coughed in response.

As the sun tried to push through the early morning fog, Sarah saw other shadowy ships, big and small, tied to the docks, hardly moving in the mist, as if drifted in from another world. Although the noisy dock was dirty, smelly and frightening, she stayed and watched the people laughing at the dockside; the Bonetta’s sailors, running up and down the gang plank, pushing, and pulling the goods bound for enormous warehouses, moving them swiftly from ship to shore. After so long at sea they had no time to sing to her about Sally Brown. No time to say goodbye. They were eager to walk on ground that did not move, get to their homes and families. Those with no homes could not wait to get to the bars, Lieutenant Heard had said.

Now they had reached England, Sarah wished she knew where she was going. More ildly, she wondered, would Fatmata be there to meet her? ‘No,’ Salimatu, her other self, whispered. ‘We’ll have to go find her.’

Sarah shook her head, as if to shake free of Salimatu who she wished would disappear. She was tired of always having to fight with herself, always having to push her Salimatu-self down, into the depths of her being. She had to keep telling herself, I am no longer Salimatu with her old thoughts and fears—I am now Sarah with new fears. But keeping Salimatu at bay did not always work, for suddenly she would be there whispering or sometimes screaming in her ear.

Forlorn, she returned to the centre deck, sat down with the enormous sack and wooden crates, and waited for Captain Forbes to come to get her. Everyone had gone, except for Amos, the ship’s bosun, who was staying on to guard the ship. He did not like women or girls on the ship. He said they brought bad luck. He glanced over at her sitting like a proper lady, her feet encased in soft grey leather shoes and, sneering, cleared his throat and spat. It landed with a splat close to her feet but did not touch her. All the same when Captain Forbes appeared, she ran close to his side, her eyes cast downwards in avoidance of the dreaded Amos and his filthy mouth.

As Sarah and the Captain descended the boat to the dockside Sarah, overwhelmed by the newness of everything, inched closer to Captain Forbes placing her head against his arm, her eyes barely open.

‘Look up Sarah,’ he said, clearly feeling sorry for her as she cut a figure of misery as they made their way.

His voice emboldened her and opening her eyes to the throng, she felt a sudden sense of calm, even a thrill of excitement, but when she saw the enormous horses, thick hair covering their eyes and puffs of grey air shooting from their noses, as they stood harnessed to the carriage, Sarah froze. Although it was almost five harvest seasons ago, she remembered how, after Santigie sold her to the Moors, she had been thrown on a large horse and taken her away from Fatmata, away from all she had known until then.

She whimpered, pointed at the snorting horses. ‘No, no.’

‘Don’t be frightened. They won’t hurt you,’ said Captain Forbes, lifting her into the carriage.

She trembled and he wrapped a blanket around her legs. ‘You’re cold. You’ll get used to our weather soon,’ he said comfortingly.

Yes, she was cold, freezing, but that was not the only reason why she was trembling.

‘Where are we going now, Papa Forbes? To see the Queen?’ she said at last.

‘No, no, dear child,’ laughed the Captain, ‘the Queen meets very few of her subjects. We’re off to the train station and then home.’

Not to see the Queen? Hadn’t he told her she was to be a special gift to the Queen? How can I be gift to the Queen if she won’t even see me? Sarah thought. Her eyes stung from unshed tears. If she did not belong to the Queen after all then what was to become of her?

She clung to the long leather carriage strap that tethered her to her seat and peered out. There was so much to see. The carriage swayed and the sound of horses hooves clip-clopped noisily over the cobble stone. Buildings towered above them. Could they shake in the winds, like trees, then fall and crush them, she wondered. She had never seen so many people, all hurrying by, flashing past her eyes. The carriages criss-crossing so close they made her gasp again and again. She was sure they would crash into each other.

Arriving at the station, she clasped the Captain’s hand, even more frightened by the size of the station hall, the strong and strange smells of people, the smoke, the noise. When the train arrived, snaking into the station screeching and bellowing, belching, smut and showers of steam into the air, she screamed and hid behind the Captain.

‘Djuju, djudu,’ Salimatu and Sarah cried as one.

‘No. This is the train,’ said Captain Forbes, evenly, noticing the curious glances of the people nearby, as Sarah’s cries filled the air. Turning her around, he said, ‘Stop it Sarah, stop it, right now.’

‘No, djuju come get us,’ cried Sarah in Yoruba, forgetting her newly acquired English.

‘What is she saying Mama?’ asked a smartly dressed little boy, tugging at his mother’s red coat.

‘Shh, Ernest,’ she said, a long vertical finger firmly dissecting thin, pinched lips. ‘She’s a foreigner, she doesn’t speak English.’

At this Captain Forbes scooped up a still wailing Sarah and walked hurriedly down the platform to the first-class compartment where he quickly boarded. He sat her down and shut the door.

‘Stop crying, please,’ he said, handing her his handkerchief. ‘There are no devils here. And do try to speak English all the time.’

Sarah did not reply. Instead as the train moved off, she heard Salimatu whisper, ‘ayee, we are inside the belly of the djuju.’

First the platform and people, but then the houses, trees, even clouds disappeared in a blur as the train sped away, shaking, and screeching its new song, djuju, djuju, djuju, djuju.

Sarah’s whole body shook. ‘Papa Forbes, Papa,’ she whimpered, ‘don’t let the djuju take me to the ancestors.’

‘No one is going to take you away from me, Sarah,’ he said, putting his arm around her, ‘you are quite safe.’

That word again. Safe. Her heart calmed.



She had not understood any of his words the first time he’d said them.

‘You’re safe now,’ the Captain had said, as he lifted her chin up and touched the marks on her face.

But was she?

Fatmata had told her that people like him, people who were skinless, were djuju, so she shrank from his touch, from his smell, but he had smiled and picked her up. As he carried her away from the ‘watering of the ancestors’ ceremony she trembled and, afraid the white devil was taking her to be his sacrifice, pissed all over him. Her white garment steamed and dried and smelled acrid in the sun, but he did not put her down. He took her to the missionaries.

‘But what are you going to do with her?’ asked Mrs Vidal.

‘Take her to England with me.’

‘Is that wise, old man?’ Reverend Vidal asked. ‘She’s a slave.’

‘I’m sure we can find a place for her in the Mission school,’ interrupted Mrs Vidal. ‘If she is bright, she could help teach others in time.’

‘King Gezo has given her as a gift to Queen Victoria. He said to tell her that it was, “from the King of the Blacks to the Queen of the Whites.” ’

‘The cheek of the man,’ said the Reverend.

‘It is not for me to decide her future. I will take her with me and hand her over to the Admiralty. But I will need to leave her with you until The Bonetta sails in a couple of weeks.’

‘Do not worry, Captain,’ said Reverend Vidal, ‘we’ll take care of her.’

‘I’d better get sewing then. She’ll need some proper English clothes if she is going back with you,’ Mrs Vidal acquiesced.

‘And what are we to call her?’ asked the Reverend.

‘Oh, I had not thought about that.’

‘Well, those tribal markings on her face indicates that she is the daughter of a chief, so how about Sarah, meaning princess in Hebrew?’

‘Hmm, Sarah was my Mother’s name. Sarah, it is then. Sarah Forbes and I’ll add Bonetta after the ship.’






FATMATA CHAPTER 2



    A kì í dá ọ́wọ́ lé ohun tí a ò lè gbé

One does not lay one’s hands on a load one cannot lift



1842

Birthing is women’s business. When it is my mother, Isatu’s time, Maluuma, my grandmother, leads her away from the men to the small birthing hut, on the edge of village. I am not yet a woman, but Maluuma brings me too.

‘But leave that monkey outside,’ she says as I follow her with, as always, Jabeza sitting on my shoulder, clinging to my hair. ‘This is not a place for animals.’

‘Yes Maluuma,’ I say.

No one argues with her, not even my Jaja and he is the chief of the village. I tie Jabeza to the mango tree that shades the hut’s opening and go in, to watch my mother give birth. We wait, the shadows getting longer, until they disappear, and still nothing. Madu’s pain goes on through the hot, moonless night. I listen to the cicadas and watch her lying on the mat, panting and grunting, while trying to kick off the piece of cotton covering her body.

‘Drink,’ I beg Madu, putting the small calabash full of yarrow herb water to her lips. ‘Maluuma says it will help wash the child out.’

Madu drinks but still she twists, turns and groans. I wave the palm leaf fan over her. It moves the air mixing the smoke from the oil lamp with the smoke from the herbal twigs and berries Maluuma is burning to help ease Madu’s pain.

‘You shouldn’t be here Fatu,’ Madu says between moans. ‘You shouldn’t see things like this. Go back to our hut. Go sleep.’

‘No,’ says Maluuma, ‘by the time the sun has opened its eyes that one inside you will have come. Fatmata knows what to do. She has small hands and she might have to help me bring her into this world.’

‘Her?’ I say, doing a little dance.

‘Yes’ says Maluuma, nodding. ‘I see the signs. It will be a girl child.’

And that is how I know I’m to have a sister at last. Although I find it hard to breathe, the smoke making my eyes itch, I would now rather let a lion rip off my arm than leave the hut. No, I need to be here for my sister’s first cry.

When Madu starts to scream, I drop the fan, my heart beating fast. Her belly looks even bigger. Is she having twins again? Will they take them away too, like they did before, believing that twins bring bad luck to the village? I won’t let them; I’ll show them that I’m a warrior too. I can’t lose any more brothers or sisters.

‘Isatu, my daughter,’ Maluuma says, ‘you can push her out now.’

Madu pushes and screams but nothing happens. I sit by her side and whisper prayers to all the gods and still nothing.

‘This is going to be a fight. Give her the cloth to bite on,’ Maluuma says.

Madu chewing on the cloth, growls like a dog. But still my sister does not come. At last Maluuma says ‘the opening is small. I will have to cut like last time.’

Shock grabs my belly and twists it. How can Maluuma cut when she is almost blind, her eyes covered by a filmy thin layer, the colour of watery goat’s milk?

‘Ogun, do not take my Madu,’ I pray.

I’ve heard about cutting going wrong. What would I do without a mother? To be left with Ramatu? My father’s first wife hates me, child of the third wife. No, no, no.

Maluuma pulls a knife out of her pouch, squats down at my Madu’s feet and drinks from a gourd. She spits the drink into the air and over the knife before crying, ‘Oh Oloron god of all creation, help my daughter, send this child safe to us. We praise you; we thank you.’

‘Turn away,’ Maluuma says to me, then she cuts and Madu screams.

I feel as if I am about to bring up everything I have ever eaten. When I turn around, I see much blood. I soak it up with straw and dirt while Maluuma presses on the cut until the bleeding stops. She gets some paste from a jar, rubs it on Madu’s stomach and pushes down. My mother shakes, takes a deep breath, pants and pushes and bawls. She is covered in sweat. It seems that bringing my sister into our world will never come to an end. Madu gives one last screaming push and my sister slides out.

‘Ayee! The cord’s round her neck and an ala over her head,’ says Maluuma removing the cord quickly before holding up the baby for Madu to see. ‘Isatu, the gods are with you again. This one also has come with a message. She too will travel far. She has come with her protection, her gift. You’ve done well, my daughter. Oduadua we honour you; we thank you.’

I watch the baby stretch and wriggle and strain against the thin clear skin, the ala, ‘white cloth’ that covers her whole head. I cannot hear her cries, but I can see her face, flattened by the ala that moves up and down with every breath. I know all about this ‘white cloth’ because I too came into the world, ten harvest seasons before, with one over my face. Maluuma says those born with ala will travel far. Further than the marketplace, I hope.

Madu’s whole body shines as if she has oiled the baby out. She tries to sit up, blinking as sweat runs into her eyes. I wipe her face and she smiles at me.

‘You have a true sister now,’ Madu says.

I nod, for until now I have pretended that Gashida, Ramatu’s cru slave, was my sister. Madu stretches her arms for the baby but Maluuma is carefully peeling the ala off the baby’s head without breaking it, without breaking the luck. It comes off with a whoosh as it rubs against the baby’s hair. She opens her mouth and screams.

‘Her eyes are wide open. No one is born wise but this one will see all. She will go far,’ says Maluuma passing the crying baby to me. ‘Give her to Isatu while I take care of this.’

I hold my sister, who is only a little bigger than my monkey. I search her face, her wide-open mouth, her flat, squashed nose. I blow into her face and watch her swallow my breath. She stops crying to stare up at me. I know then that we are one, and as long as I have breath, I will be part of her, and she will be part of me.

‘What is she to be called?’ I say, laying her in Madu’s arms.

‘Child, always you ask questions. One does not eat scalding stew in a hurry. Her name will come when the time is right. Until then we call her Aina, girl-child born with cord around her neck. Now, go get your Jaja,’ says Malumma, pushing me out of the hut.

In the first light of day, I run through the village, to the chief’s compound, Jabeza clinging to me as usual, chattering into my ear. ‘Ayee, ayee, the child has come,’ I shout. ‘Madu has brought a new mouth to the village. Jaja, come quick.’

The villagers rush out of their huts praising the gods that has brought a mother safe through her birthing, brought their chief another child. All come except for Ma Ramatu, my Jaja’s first wife and Jamilla, his second wife. Gashida, slave to Ramatu, my friend and pretend sister, crawls out of the hut. She rubs the back of her hand three times before she is pulled back. I smile for that is our special signal, our sign of friendship. Jaja walks slowly towards the birthing hut and I dance besides him trying to tell him about the coming of girl Aina.

‘Enough,’ he says at last. ‘Let your madu tell me when she is ready.’

Men do not go into the place of birth; my Jaja, does not want to be made unclean so he stays outside and calls, ‘bring me the gift from the gods, bring me my child.’

Maluuma comes out with Aina pressed against her flat chest sucked dry by age, with no milk to feed the child who opens and shuts her mouth, screaming in want. She hands Jaja the baby. ‘Chief Dauda,’ she says, loud and clear, so that all who are near may hear, ‘you have a girl child. She came with a cord around her neck and an ala, over her head.’

‘Ayee,’ cry the women, ‘such luck.’

Jaja looks long into Aina’s wet face. I cannot tell what he is thinking. Had he hoped for another boy child to replace…? I stop. I cannot think of that at this time.

‘And the mother, Isatu?’ he asks.

‘Oduadua helped her through the journey, praise be.’

Jaja nods and holding girl close he walks to the centre of the village, sits with the elders and waits for Pa Sorie, the halemo, the wise one, to throw the stones and find out Aina’s true name. Only then will we know if the child has come to stay. I pray that the ancestors are going to send her name before too many sunrises.

‘Come,’ Maluuma says to me, ‘we still have things to do for your mother.’

Several women come to the birthing-hut wanting to talk about the birth. When the blast from the calling horn sounds, we are all surprised.

The women call out, ‘The name has come soon. The ancestors were waiting for her.’

‘Praise be to Oduadua,’ says Madu, trying to get up.

Maluuma pushes Madu back. ‘You cannot leave here yet. Fatmata will go to her father and get Aina’s true name for you.’

‘Wait,’ says Madu. ‘Let Fatmata take the child-string to him.’

Maluuma nods, opens her goatskin bag and brings out two new plaited child-string braclets, one green and one red. She unplaits the green one and smooths it out, mumbles over it, and throws it into the fire. Then she passes me the red one, the child-string that says another girl-child has joined the clan.

‘Go, give it to your father,’ says Madu.

‘He will give you the girl’s name in exchange,’ adds Maluuma. ‘Go quick.’

I rush to the clearing and push to the front of the gathering to kneel in front of my Jaja. ‘Chief Dauda, another child-string for you,’ I say and wait.

Jaja takes the plaited bracelet from me and holds it up high. ‘A red child-string, a girl-child has joined us,’ he announces to the rest of the villagers. ‘Praise be to Olorun. We thank you; we praise you.’

I watch him put it on his arm, to join the red one for me and the green one for my brother Amadu. I try not to think about the other green string that is no longer there, the one for Lansana, my first brother.

Although Lansana had six harvest seasons more than me, the daughter of our father’s third wife, he never ignored me. Thin and tall, but not as tall as our Jaja, Lansana could pick me up and swing me around as if I was one of the sacks of yams he threw over his shoulders in one sweep at harvest time. Lansana’s feet always pressed lightly on the ground, as if ready to run faster than the harmattan breeze. Whenever he was nearby my insides sang.

I do not want to think of Lansana now, for it is my disobedience that turned him into osu, a non-person. I only want to think of my sister.

Pa Sorie takes Aina and blows into her face. Holding her high, he walks her to the four sides of the village. Each time he stops and shouts, ‘welcome Salimatu, girl child of Chief Dauda of Talaremba,’ and a cry goes up. The drums beat out the news. The sound lifts the wings of the birds, up, up, as her name carried by the wind, rises through the trees, floating through the clouds to the stars.

‘Salimatu,’ I whisper, ‘My sister, Salimatu has come.’






SALIMATU CHAPTER 3



Evildoers are trapped by their sinful talk, and so the innocent escape trouble

Proverbs 12:13



July 1850

As the train sped on, Sarah remembered the day her Salimatu-self left Abomey. She had stood at the water’s edge, unable to move. The wet sand held her tight, refusing to let her go. Captain Forbes picked her up and she stiffened in his arms. His strong smell filled her nose, robbing her of the sweet smell of the pawpaw and palm trees that lined the edge of land. Salimatu shut her eyes, not wanting to see the marks she had made in the sand, not wanting to see them washed away as if she had never been there. She made no sound as Captain Forbes walked with her into the ocean, neither squealing with delight, in pain nor even crying out as fear, like a huge bird, swooped down and clutched at her inside. In the four harvest seasons since Salimatu had become a slave, separated from Fatmata, she had learned to hide her fear and be silent.

She was less frightened of Captain Forbes now. They had been together for a full moon cycle since he stopped King Gezo from making her one of his sacrificial offerings during the ‘watering of the grave’ ceremony. But the ocean did frighten her. Fatmata had told her, a long time ago, that Mamiwata, the goddess of water, lived in the big river and was ready to swallow those who disturbed her sleep. And here was the river in front of her, more water than she had ever seen, waiting for them.

‘Don’t be scared,’ the Captain said, sitting her down on the plank seat in the middle of the canoe, before stepping in too. The canoe rocked and the rowers, big and strong, their bodies shining with oil, steadied it with their oars before pulling away. ‘These Kroomen can get their canoes over huge waves even better than my sailors.’

Salimatu stared hard at the shore fading into the distance. The sun on the white sand hurt her eyes and they filled with tears that she refused to shed. This isn’t my real place, she thought, so why should I cry. But once on the big ship that the Captain said would take them to England, the chance of ever returning to her village with or without Fatmata was gone. She took hold of the side of the canoe and tried to stand. She could not leave if Fatmata was still out there, somewhere.

The Captain grabbed her. ‘Sarah, hold on or you’ll fall in.’

She sat back down and thought, what if Fatmata had been taken across the big ocean too. That’s what Ma Ayinde had told her, the day the Minos, King Gezo’s women-warriors led by Akpadume, had come to take two women from the slaves’ compound. Salimatu was afraid of the Minos. Whenever she saw them, she saw fire, for they had been part of the warriors who burned down her village and killed most of her family.

‘Where are they taking them?’ she had asked while the Minos dressed the women in long white garments of mourning that hung loose from their shoulders, and led them away from the compound.

‘They’ve been chosen as sacrifices for the watering of the grave ceremony today,’ Ma Ayinde told her.

‘Why don’t they use goats and chicken? That’s what Madu used when making a sacrifice.’

Ma Ayinde’s eyes flew open. ‘To honour the King’s ancestors? No. When they put that white gown on you, know that your time has come. All the slaves in the King’s compound will wear white one day and be sacrificed as part of the ceremony, one day, even you.’

‘When King Gezo bought me from the Moors, he said he could see by the markings on my face that I was a chief’s daughter, so I was safe here.’

Ma shook a head and sucked her teeth. ‘Child, you’ve a lot to learn.’

‘My sister will come find me.’

‘You been sold and resold, captured during the war at Okeadon, to end up here three rainy seasons now, has she come? Your sister is gone. If she’s not dead or sold to the Moors, she will be far away, across the big, big waters, by now. Don’t know which is worse,’ said Ma Ayinde, with a bitter laugh. She pointed to the marks etched into Salimatu’s cheeks and added, ‘you may have the marks of a chief’s daughter but that won’t save you. In this compound you are nothing but another slave and like all us slaves here, your time will come, then you will be sacrificed.’

Salimatu touched the face markings cutting deep into her cheeks. They may have saved her from being sacrificed, but here she was now, in front of the ‘big water’, the ocean with water as far as the eyes could see being taken away. Was that any better? The water seemed to attack the canoe, roaring loud, angry, and hungry, ready to swallow them alive. Then it backed away, slithering and sliding, hissing, only to come rushing back with greater power. It was like an animal with two heads that went both ways. Water splashed her face; she licked her lips and her eyes widened with surprise. It tasted of salt. All the rivers she’d known had never tasted of that. On the long journey to Abomey she had learnt that salt was important, not just for cooking but for buying and selling. Was there enough salt to make water everywhere taste of salt? Did the white man have so much salt they could put it in all this water? She gripped the edge of the canoe as another wave hit the canoe hard. Her gloved hand slipped into the ocean. She squealed, her hand shot out spraying her with water.

Salimatu pressed her wet hand to her chest and through the clothes she had been forced to wear by Mrs Vidal, she felt for her gri-gri pouch, tied with a string, around her neck. Inside it were bits of blue glass, a piece of her ‘white cloth,’ her ala. They will protect her. That’s what Fatmata used to say. Salimatu wished she could remember more of the things her sister had told her as they walked through the forest so long ago. She had only four seasons then, now she had eight. Everything was fading away.

The shout made her look over her shoulder. There was the ship, HMS Bonetta, rising high above her head, up, up, up, its poles and ropes cutting the sky up into small sections. Did those poles reach right into the sky? The huge ship rocked and swayed, like a big dog trying to shake a monkey of its back. That brought memories of Jabeza, Fatmata’s monkey. She wanted to hold on to that thought but it slid away. Other memories came, of Madu and Jaja, her parents. Could she climb up, squeeze through a hole in the sky and reach them? To ask them… what? Was Fatmata up there too? Before she could catch these memories and hold them, they drifted off like smoke.

Captain Forbes shouted to the sailors on the ship and they threw down a rope ladder. The canoe did a dance as he picked her up and began to climb the ladder. Shutting her eyes and trying not to breathe in his smell, she clung on, till rough, hard hands, reached down and grabbed her. The sailor put her down, her feet slid on the wet deck and she reached for a rope to steady herself.

The Captain rushed away, waving his arms about and shouting. Sailors ran all over the ship, fast and busy, like pink ants building a nest. She had to keep away from them. Ants can sting.

One man rolled a barrel close by and she jumped out of the way, falling into the side of the ship. It was wet, the water soaked through her clothes.

Above all the noise of the ship the call of the Ochoema, the bird of parting, could be heard. She wondered what would happen if she jumped into the sea. Would the men down there in the canoes catch her and take her back or would Mamiwata drag her down into the watery under-place to join all those who had gone before. She climbed on to a small box and holding tight, leaned over. The movement of the ship made her stomach toss and turn.

The wind blew her hat back and stroked her face. It felt like it used to when Fatmata blew on her face and say, ‘Salimatu, I’m part of you and you are part of me. We have swallowed each other’s air. We will never be lost to each other.’ She knew then that Fatmata had travelled on these waters. Why else had she come to her like this?

‘Sarah, Sarah,’ called Captain Forbes. ‘Get down.’

She did not answer.

‘Come, Sarah,’ he said, coming up to her. ‘You cannot stay here.’

She shook her head. ‘Not Sarah,’ she said, tapping her chest, ‘Salimatu. Me. Salimatu.’

‘No. I’ve told you. Sarah.’ He pointed at her. ‘Remember, you are now called Sarah Forbes Bonetta,’ and tapping his chest he said, ‘Captain Forbes, I’m Captain Forbes. You understand?’

She did not reply. The Captain grabbed her hand. ‘I’ll have to teach you more English words,’ he muttered leading her below decks.

She understood some of his words now although it was not her talk. She had picked up the Fon language in the King’s compound, now she was having to learn English.

Down in the cabin Captain Forbes wagged a finger at her.

‘Stay here,’ the Captain said. ‘It is too dangerous up above. I’ll sort out somewhere for you after we set sail. You will be safe in here.’

He gathered a few items and just before walking out and shutting the door he said, ‘Sarah, stay here, understand?’

‘My name not Sarah; Salimatu,’ she muttered.

It was dark in the cabin except for the light coming through the small porthole in the side. She tried to see out of it, but it was too high.

‘Ca-bin,’ she whispered, then repeated the word again, ‘cabin.’ Liking the taste of the word in her mouth she said it again, faster and louder, again and again, turning around and around, spinning until she finally sank to the floor and her dress spread around her. It reminded her of the way Mrs Vidal had arranged the dress before painting Salimatu’s picture. She had hated having to stand still for ages, dressed in her first English outfit, in shoes too tight, hat too big and gloves too hot. She had moaned and hid her face on seeing her image on the paper, flat, dead-looking, as if already with the ancestors.

Now Salimatu sat on the cabin floor winding the hat ribbon around her finger. When she pulled at it the hat fell off. She jumped up and threw it to the corner. Staring at the stiff black leather shoes, she frowned, not liking them for they hurt her feet. ‘Shoooes,’ she said remembering what the missionary lady had called them. She tried to wiggle her toes, but her stockings would not let her. ‘Shoes’ she said again and kicked them off. She pulled off the stockings and spread her toes out wide. ‘Stock-ings,’ she said, waving it above her head, before flinging them too into the corner and whirling around. The frills on her dress twisted and turned, doing their own dance. She stopped and smoothed down the dress. The softness of the cloth, the satin bows, felt wonderful. She tried to undo the row of buttons down the front of the dress, but at first they were hard to shove through the tiny buttonholes. Pushing and pulling, tugging hard, one button went flying. It was easy, each button slid through its hole and in no time, she was stepping out of the dress.

Soon she stripped off everything Mrs Vidal had made her wear. ‘Pet-ti-coat, pan-ta-lettes’ she sang, throwing the garments around the room. Naked, but for the gri-gri pouch around her neck, she stood in the middle of the cabin and rubbed the monkey tattoo on her thigh. She was a warrior after all. Picking up the dress, beautiful, soft like the underside of a bird’s wing, she held it to her cheek.

Although the shouts and running feet had faded away, the ship was still alive, creaking and swaying. In all her eight seasons she had never been alone like this. Salimatu held her gri-gri pouch in a tight grip, pulled the cover off the cot, wrapped it around herself and lay down on the floor. She faced the door, waiting, just as she had the past four rainy seasons, for Fatmata to come get her.

‘Salimatu,’ she said once more. ‘Not Sarah, Salimatu.’

Fatmata will tell the Captain my name when she comes to get me, she thought. After all, hadn’t she helped Maluuma, birth her; been there when the halemo called on the ancestors for her true name. My sister knows I am Salimatu.

She drifted off to sleep singing the song Fatmata sang to her during their long walk through the forest. It was the only song she could remember now. She had sung it every day while she was at King Gezo’s palace.

Odudua Odudua

Aba Yaa!

You know our plight!

Aba Yaa!






SALIMATU CHAPTER 4



Blessed is the one who finds wisdom, and the one who gets understanding

Proverbs 3:13



July 1850

Salimatu opened her eyes, looked around and could not remember where she was. She tried to sit up but her stomach lurched with the rhythm of the boat, full and empty at the same time. She lay back and closed her eyes

‘Sarah, Sarah, get up!’ She opened her eyes again, saw a back, covered with long dark smooth hair like on a goat and trembled. Fatmata was right, white men were hairy devils.

‘Djuju, djuju,’ she cried, curled into a ball and covered her head.

The devil said, ‘Sarah, Sarah.’ It was the voice of Captain Forbes. ‘Djuju? Stop that noise. No devil here.’

He reached out, Salimatu shrank away and with the bedcover wrapped around her, fell. Captain gasped and stepped back when he saw that she was naked.

‘In the name of God,’ he said, grabbing his under-shirt and dropping it over her head before making her stand up.

She could not see her hands or feet. She was in white; he had turned her into an osu. She tried to move but got entangled and fell over, her voice filling the air as she screamed in terror.

Then in very bad Yoruba he commanded, ‘there is no djuju. Stop the racket!’

She stopped screaming but refused to look at him. Instead she watched his hands roll up the sleeves of the undershirt. Then he picked her up and put her on his cot.

‘Go back to sleep.’

Salimatu tried to stay awake, afraid that the ancestors would come for her if she slept. She must have drifted off, however, for suddenly it was morning and the Captain was sitting at his desk. He looked just as he had the day before. He still had the same short dark brown hair, brown eyes, long pointed nose with holes so small she wondered how he could breathe. His thin lips were almost hidden by his beard.

‘Come and sit down,’ he said pointing to a chair.

She did not move.

‘Chair.’ he said again and tapped the seat.

‘Cha-ir?’

The Captain nodded. ‘Yes chair,’ he said, with a small smile. ‘Sit down.’

She thought for a moment, got up, walked to the chair and sat down, trembling. If only Fatmata was there with her maybe she would understand this white devil.

‘Good. Our lessons begin.’

She was still at the table eating a ship’s biscuit and drinking a small glass of beer when there was a knock on the cabin door.

‘Come in Lieutenant.’

Lieutenant Heard stepped in, stopped sharply and stared bemused at Salimatu.

‘I’ve never seen a heathen sit at a table,’ he said. Then peering closely, inspecting Salimatu as if she was a foreign specimen he remarked, ‘You’ll make an English lady of her yet,’ laughing, ‘but not her wearing your night shirt.’

The Captain sighed, ‘that was all I could get her into last night. I practically fell over her when I came back to the cabin. She was lying on the floor fast asleep, naked under the blanket from my cot. I had to get her into one of my undershirts.’

‘They’re not used to wearing clothes, are they? You sure you’ve done the right thing, Captain, taking her away from her kind? Maybe you should have left her behind. The missionaries would have looked after her.’

‘And what if King Gezo had sent one of his henchmen to get her? She would certainly have been the next human sacrifice. She’s the Queen’s property now, so I have to take her to England and hand her over.’

Salimatu did not understand what they were saying, but knew it was about her when she heard the name of the King. Was she to be sold again? Was the white devil going to take her back to be King Gezo’s slave camp? She jumped up and tried to hide under the cot.

‘Sarah stay. Not go back to King,’ she cried.

‘Sit down Sarah,’ said the Captain, picking her up and putting her back on the chair. ‘You’ll never go back to that savage.’

The Captain sliced a piece of a yellow fruit, popped it into his mouth. He cut two more pieces, gave one to his Lieutenant and held the other out to her. ‘Eat,’ he said, ‘I can’t have you getting sick.’

She watched Lieutenant Heard suck at his and spit out the thick yellow peel. She took hers, put it in her mouth, closed her eyes and sucked. It was sour and screwing up her face, she spat it out quickly. Both men laughed.

The Captain went to the door and called, ‘Abe, bring me some more water.’

The cabin-boy came with a bucket of water and poured it into the bowl on a stand.

‘Wash,’ Forbes said to Salimatu, ‘then get dressed.’

Salimatu heard the word ‘dress’ and shook her head.

‘Yes, Sarah,’ he said, picking up the clothes and handing them to her. ‘Get dressed.’

‘You’re going to be busy with that one,’ said Heard. Captain Forbes glared at him and went out. Heard smiled and followed.



In the days and weeks that had followed, Salimatu, sitting on the travelling cot that was positioned by the footboard of the captain’s bed and where she slept, would watch Captain Forbes with twisting flicks of his wrist, shave and then trim, oil and wax his moustache. She liked catching him twirling the thin tips when he was thinking. She was getting used to his smell and sometimes would lean against him just to see if the waxed tip would prick her face.

Once Salimatu was able to find her way around the ship, she went everywhere, was into everything and got to know everyone, not just Captain Forbes and Lieutenant Heard. Every day, Salimatu learned fresh things. She was also learning that her name was now Sarah but she found that hard to remember. Her lessons with Captain Forbes began after breakfast. Abe, the cabin boy who brought them water to wash and food from the galley, would clear the table and they would start. At first it was, ‘what new words can you remember Sarah?’

‘Deck, ropes, sails, car-pen-tar, cook, bucket, sailor, money.’

‘Money? Good.’ He opened a small box and brought out a small, flat, thin piece of metal. It was round, and one side had a face pushed into it. She turned it over between her fingers feeling the markings on the flipped side. She put it in her mouth. It was cold, hard and resisted her attempt to bite through it.

‘No, that’s not for eating,’ said the Captain, taking it from her. ‘That is mon-ey, a pen-ny, for buying.’ He put it on the table and pointed to the face. ‘That is Queen Victoria, the Queen of England. We are all her subjects; we belong to her.’

Salimatu did not know what that meant but she asked, ‘me too?’

‘Yes, you too, Sarah. You are her gift and I will look after you like a father.’

‘Father? You are my Jaja now?’ said Salimatu frowning. She reached out and touched his face. It had no cuts, no tribal marks. He did not look or feel like her father, who she had called Jaja. No, this is different. ‘I’m Sarah? You Papa?’

Captain Forbes threw back his head and laughed. ‘No, Sarah I’m not your papa.’

‘You are Papa. Papa Forbes,’ she said with conviction.

‘You are a funny thing. Fine, call me Papa. That’s what my children call me.’

Sarah nodded solemnly. Yes, she could call him Papa. She did not want to call him Jaja.

I am two people in one, she thought. She’d answer to Sarah but inside she would still be Salimatu.

Whenever she could, Salimatu followed Abe around, helped him feed the chickens that gave them eggs, clean the fish caught to add to the never-ending salt pork or rotting beef, boiled rice with weevils and hard biscuit Peg-leg cooked for them all.

She picked up the words he threw at her and stored them for later. Maybe if she worked hard and pleased Papa Forbes, as she now called him, maybe he would help her find Fatmata when they got to England, then they could go back to Talaremba. At night lying on the travel cot, she repeated the new words until she drifted off.

Day after day the Captain would spread out large pieces of paper covered with lines and markings and stare them with heavy focus.

‘What are you doing, Papa?’ she asked one day.

‘Reading the maps and charts and making calculations.’

‘Why?’

‘So that I can work out exactly where we are.’

‘You do not know where we are?’

‘When we are out on the open sea and can see nothing but water, it is the maps, charts, plus the sextant that helps to guide us so that we get to England.’

‘What is a sextant, Papa?’

‘This,’ he said taking the instrument from Lieutenant Heard, who had come to the cabin armed with more charts, and instruments. ‘We use it to work out the ship’s position, the longitude and latitude. It tells us how far North or South we are. At night we use the stars.’

The Lieutenant laughed, ‘Do you honestly believe she can understand all that, Sir?’

‘Maybe not yet, but she will one day. She is bright, she learns quickly.’

It did not take Salimatu long to learn the names of stars and how to find them in the night sky. There was Polaris, also known as the guiding North Star, Ursa Major and Minor, Cassiopeia, Perseus and many more.



Alone in the middle of the ocean, HMS Bonetta rocked and swayed, speeding towards England, away from all that made her Salimatu but maybe towards Fatmata. She soon got used to the ship’s rhythm. Her stomach no longer wanted to empty itself every time she stood up, at least not until the day Mamiwata tried to drag them down, to join her and the spirits below. That day, the roar of the ocean, as swell after swell came crashing and banging into them the enormous sails flapping, left to right, in and out all frightened her. As the ship jumped and leapt, Salimatu crouched on all four in the cabin anxious that her whole inside would pour out and fill up the cabin. With each lurch of the boat her whole body rocked and she longed for her sister more than ever. Did she go through this? Had the sea goddess, Mamiwata, who punished those who disturbed her peace, got her? Salimatu groaned in unison with The Bonetta as the ship tried to resist the pull from Mamiwata.

Up on deck, the Captain, Lieutenant Heard, Amos the bosun, and rest of the the sailors, all fought hard with the angry goddess of the sea. It wasn’t until Jack, a young, wiry boy attempting to tie down the sails that screeched and flapped like huge birds trapped in the howling wind, fell off the rigging into Mamiwata’s screaming mouth that she receded, releasing them from the fight.

After the storm Salimatu learned to avoid Amos, the most experienced sailor, the bosun in charge of keeping the everything ship-shape on the ship. Whenever she saw him coming towards her with his rolling walk and bent back, his hammer in his hand she would turn and run the other way. She was not going to wait and see if he would knock her down with his hammer.

She and everyone on board knew that he blamed her for Jack being taken in the storm.

‘God’s truth, women should not be on ships unless they’re chained up below, being transported. That devil of a storm came for her, the festering flea-bitten finagle. It sure be coming again so long as she be on this ship,’ he said to the Captain as he fixed one of the broken planks.

‘Hold your tongue, or you’ll get a flogging,’ said Captain Forbes, his voice loud and harsh. ‘You do not tell me who I can have on my ship. Go below and fix the damaged futtocks.’

Amos held his tongue but Salimatu avoided him whenever she came upon him mending a sail or splicing rope. He would mumble a curse and spit at her. The other sailors, however, were friendly. The first time she saw them swabbing the decks, she sat on some ropes and let the cold water tickle her bare feet as she watched them work. When one started to sing, the others soon joined him, their voices strong and cheerful rose into the air. Salimatu listened and was brought back to her village and the men’s celebrations, not nearby like this as girls and women were banished, but still the power of their many voices ringing out as one stirred her then as it did now with these devil men.


Sally Brown, she’s a bright Mulatter

Way hay roll and go

She drinks rum and smokes terbacker

Spend my money on Sally Brown

Sally’s teeth were white and pearly

Way hay roll and go

Her eyes were dark, her hair was curly

Spend my money on Sally Brown



Salimatu clapping her hands, jumped up and spun around, dancing. They were singing about Sali, they were singing about her. It made her feel happy and sad at the same time, only Madu and Fatmata called her Sali and they were gone. She listened to her song and when after several verses she too sang ‘spend my money on Sally Brown.’ Abe picked her up and did a jig with her.

‘She’s a right corker,’ said a sailor.

After that, whenever the sailors saw her, they sang a verse of ‘Sally Brown’. One day a sailor brought out his fiddle. He played while the others sang and clapped. It was Salimatu, not her Sarah self, who took off her shoes and stockings and danced. As the music got faster, the men sang louder, and she danced wildly. She did not see Amos join the sailors as she danced and danced back into another world.

‘Faster, faster,’ Amos said, ‘that’s it, let the darkie dance, that’s all they’re good for work and dance, not sitting at table or learning to read, the skilamalink.’

Suddenly it was as if the music was lifting her up, up and she was going to fly all the way to the sun.

‘Stop! What is the meaning of this?’

The music stopped and Salimatu was flying no more. She had been picked up by the Captain. She could see that he was angry, but she could not tell why. All she was doing was dancing. Was it wrong to dance in England? She wriggled to get down, but he held her fast. She was not free.

‘Meaning of what sir?’ asked Amos.

‘How dare you make the child dance like that?’

‘That’s what the darkies do on the ships, isn’t it?’ said Amos, smiling.

Salimatu could feel Captain Forbes heart beating fast as he held her even closer.

‘Is this a slave ship? You dare compare The Bonetta to those stinking hell holes? If I see any of you making the child dance like that again I shall flog you to an inch of your lives. She is not a slave.’

Sarah glanced at Captain Forbes but did not dare ask him anything at that moment. Salimatu too stayed silent as he strode away with her still in his arms.

Later that evening Salimatu said, ‘Papa Forbes am I not your slave?’

‘No Sarah. There are no slaves in England. It’s been seventeen years since abolition.’

Not a slave? Then what was she, besides a gift. ‘Not even cru slaves?’ she asked.

‘Cru slaves?’ said Captain Forbes. ‘There are different kind of slaves?’

Salimatu frowned. Until now she had thought that the Captain knew everything so how could he not know about the different kind of slaves? She moved closer, glad that she had something she could teach him.

‘Fatmata told me that there are different kinds of slaves. Akisha slaves are slaves forever but if cru slaves work hard,’ she said earnestly, ‘they can buy back their freedom and return to their village.’

Captain Forbes pulled her to his side and said, ‘I see, but in England you will not be any kind of slave. You are free to come and go.’

This was a new thought for her. She caught her breath and glanced at the Captain under her lashes. Did he really mean that she was free to do what she liked, go where she liked? She had not been able to do that since she was taken away from her father’s village four harvest seasons ago.

‘Can I go home to Talaremba then?

‘No. We’re on our way to England.’

Salimatu frowned. England, England, England. Always he spoke about England. That word made her insides shake. Every time she thought of England her heart hurt. Sarah reached out and touched the Captain’s arm.

‘When we get to England, I am free to go look for Fatmata?’

‘Who?’

‘My sister.’ Salimatu paused, then spoke rapidly, ‘The women in the King’s slave compound used to say that those captured are killed, sold to Moors or sold to the white devils and sent over the big water, like me.’

‘Not like you Sarah. If your sister is alive and was sold to Europeans, we did not intercept their ship. We try to stop the slavers ships, but we are not always successful. In which case I’m afraid that she would have been taken to the West Indies or America.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘A long way away,’ he sighed. ‘Now go to bed.’

That night as the sails screamed high and low, Sarah tossed and turned in rhythm with the ship, dreaming heavy dreams that soon became nightmares. She was Salimatu, not Sarah, running in a forest, calling for Fatmata. The forest was wet, and it became the sea. Salimatu could not swim. Sarah could not swim. Together they fought with Mamiwata. All the spirits from down below reached out. Sarah kicked and kicked, while Salimatu coughed and coughed. Then they had no more strength, they were sinking down, down, down.

A hand grabbed her. She tried to scream but there was no sound. She turned to see a boy. He pushed her up and shouted, ‘go back, it is not yet your time.’

Was this her lost brother, Lansana the osu? The one Fatmata said had disappeared before Salimatu herself was birthed?

In the morning when she awoke, she smoothed her pillow and it was wet. And she coughed and coughed.

For the first time since she was captured more than four harvest seasons ago, she was free to do or go where she liked on board the ship, especially to the galley. As soon as she entered, Peg-leg Zed, the cook, drove her out swearing and cursing. But she always returned. She loved looking at his wooden leg, painted all over with bright blue flowers, yellow birds and best of all a monkey climbing a tree. It reminded her of—she struggled to remember—Jabeza, Fatmata’s monkey. The name floated into her mind from way back in her past, and as soon as it came to her, she held fast to the fleeting memory.

Once she found Zed fast asleep, his leg off to the side of him, his snores pushing past the few teeth he still had. She wanted to pick the leg up, to have a good look at the paintings, and moving slowly, she crept up to the leg and stretched out her arms to pick it up, but it was heavy, so she entertained herself with tracing the beautiful flowers and birds and talking gently to the monkey as if it was her beloved Jabeza. She eventually grew tired, lay down and put her arms around the heavy leg, so the monkey appeared to be sat on her head, and she slept.

Peg-leg Zed woke up with a start, and seeing her wrapped around his leg, he shouted, ‘Get out, get out. I told you, this is not the place of children.’ She ran away as he coughed, spraying spit and blood, all over his chest. He terrified her, yet she hoped he would give her his wooden leg when they got to England.

As the time passed slowly Salimatu was left behind as she became Sarah, working hard to please Papa Forbes. She still loved to sing and dance with the sailors, even though Papa Forbes was set against it. It lifted her spirits to watch them and she would dance in her own way, out of sight, but in earshot of the singing and learned the words for her own enjoyment.

One day as they sat in the cabin enjoying the evening, practising her penmanship, she decided it was time she sang him ‘her’ sailor song. But she had hardly finished the first verse, when the Captain shouted, ‘stop.’

‘Didn’t I sing it right?’

‘Yes,’ he said bemused, ‘but that is not a song a lady or child should sing.’

‘Lady?’ This was another new word for Salimatu. ‘What is lady?’

‘You, Sarah. You are a lady. In England you must always act like a lady and speak in English. No Yoruba.’

Sarah nodded, Salimatu frowned. England. Again. That word made her insides shake. When she thought of England, she thought of Fatmata. She was sure that her sister was there somewhere. She had to find her. She would work harder, learn to write properly too. Now that the Captain was teaching her, even though it happened almost by accident.

‘What are you doing,’ she asked, sitting next to Papa Forbes, watching him dip the quill into the ink and making marks on the paper, night after night in the flickering candlelight.

‘Writing in my journal.’

‘What is a journal?’

‘A book in which I write down all the things I do or see every day.’

‘Why? Don’t you know it?’

‘Yes, I do, but others do not. Someday, others will read it and know my thoughts and my deeds.’

Salimatu thought about this. ‘One day when I can read and write, I will write a journal too. Then I will always know who I am. Do you think that is a good, Papa?’

‘That is good, Sarah,’ he said smiling.

‘Teach me, Papa.’

‘I was not expecting to teach writing,’ he said. ‘There are no writing slates on the ship. You’ll have to learn with quill and ink.’

One day the Captain gave her a little book. On the first page was written, ‘This is the journal of Sarah Forbes Bonetta—August 1850’

After that she wrote in her journal every day, just like Papa Forbes.






FATMATA CHAPTER 5



    A kì í kọ̀ àgbàlagbà pé bó bá rún kó rún

One does not teach an elder that what has been crushed will remain crushed



1842

Always I think of my brother, the one whose name I must no longer say. Maybe, if Lansana had not given me the monkey he would still be here. I hugged Jabeza and remembered the day. Lansana and some of the other boys had gone hunting for monkey fur needed for their cloak of honour. I knew how important the hunt was for soon it would be time for the boys to go away from women and children, to go into the forest and join Obogani. There they train hard, in hunting, fighting, learning to become men. Later at the initiation ceremony, in front of proud grandmothers, mothers and sisters, they will be marked on their thighs with four long cuts, the monkey tattoo, symbol of our tribal animal spirit. Only then will the mother put a cloak of money fur around the shoulders of the new men.

So, when Lansana comes back, the one with the most fur, I throw myself at him so happy that he has enough fur to make his cloak. He also has something else.

‘A gift for you, Fatmata, having seen nine seasons today,’ he said, bringing a live monkey out of the bag slung over his shoulder. ‘I have her mother’s fur, but she is too little and has a broken leg, so I’ve brought her to you, our little healer.’

‘Oh Lansana,’ I say, fear sending a cold trail down my back, ‘it’s bad luck to kill a nursing mother.’

I hold the monkey close. ‘Thank you, my brother,’ I say, in a quiet voice, my heart bouncing, tickling my ribs, beating in unison with the monkey’s heart. ‘I will call her Jabeza, blessing of the gods.’

I do not tell him that I will have to go to the spirit-tree later and offer a peace-offering to Oya the god of re-birth, otherwise something bad is bound to happen to him.

News of the monkey spreads like smoke from a fire gone crazy at clearing time. The villagers, led by Ma Ramatu, his mother, rush to see it.

‘How can you give a green monkey to that girl?’ Ramatu screams at her son, breathing so hard her whole-body shakes and wobbles. ‘What does a child know about the importance of such a prize?’

I say nothing because Madu has brought me up not to answer back to an elder, especially not to Ma Ramatu. I wanted to say to my father’s senior wife, ‘I know that the monkey is the royal family’s animal spirit symbol and green the royal colour. Chief Dauda is my father and I have seen the monkey tattoo on his thigh and when he dies, he will be buried in his cloak of green monkey fur, as befits his royal status.’ I do not though, instead I race away, broke off one new banana leaf from the tree before sliding past Ma Ramatu’s and Sisi Jamilla’s hut to my mother’s. Inside, I go to Maluuma’s corner and open some of her medicine gourds. I mix bone-knit and Fo-ti with honey and water just as Maluuma has taught me. I plaster Jabeza’s leg with the mixture then wrap it with banana leaf. Jabeza bites me, hard, as I set her leg, but I do not stop. I am a healer.



Two harvest seasons later, the halemo, Pa Sorie, and his helpers rush into the village at first light, before the sun has wiped the sleep from its eyes, banging drums, shouting, blowing horns. They have come to drag the boys who are over fourteen harvest seasons off to the forest for training into Obogani society and Lansana is one of them.

The “boys-huts”, where those who have seen more than ten rainy seasons live, is past the compound, to the left of the village entrance, over twenty spear throws away, far enough for them to wrestle, practice their dancing, tell stories. The boys with fewer seasons went there to play and watch the older boys. Girls did not go to that part of the village.

‘Why are there no “girls hut”?’ I once asked Maluuma.

‘The hedgehog does not live in the grassland, only in the forest,’ is all she says.

I listen now as Jaja, my father, and the chief of the village says, ‘go now as boys and come back as men.’ He raises his staff, and the men line the boys up, tie them together with strong twine before sacks are thrown over their heads.

‘Blue is the colour of wisdom,’ Maluuma told me a while back. ‘Blue ties sky and water, top and bottom, the ancestors and us. Blue drives away fear and keeps evil spirits away.’

So, I’m not surprised when I see each mother bring out a piece of blue glass and tie it to the village entrance post before falling to their knees and letting their tears give mother-earth a drink.

‘O Ogun, Mother of All, you are everywhere, go with them,’ they all cry louder and louder.

I watch Ramatu, as the chief’s senior wife, adds her glass piece, the biggest, last. The deep blue glass pieces dance in the morning breeze as the sun passes through, turning them into the light blue of the sky.

From where I’m standing, I can see almost the entire village, over twenty compounds set in a circle.

‘There are villages much bigger than even Okeadon, with more than fifty compounds and many, many people,’ Daria had said once when I ran around the circle of huts faster than she could peel a yam.

‘Bigger than this village?’ I had laughed. ‘How can anyone know all that is going on then?’

No, Talaremba is big enough, I think. The twenty or so compounds are set behind low walls with the huts for wives and children grouped around the main hut, among coconut, mango, banana or pawpaw trees. I never want to leave it. I stroke Jabeza who is sitting on my shoulder searching my hair for anything to eat.

When I get back to our hut, I kneel by Maluuma’s side and ask. ‘Why were the mothers crying?’

‘They know that their boys are gone from them forever,’ she explains. ‘They will never be the same again because Obogani devil eats the boys before spitting them out as men.’

‘Eat them? How?’ I lean in closer.

‘It is not for the eyes of women. The water that you’re not afraid of is where you’ll drown. The mothers’ fear that the devil might forget to spit out their sons. Your mother too will cry when Amadu goes in ten harvest seasons.’

‘Will Madu cry when I go to Zowegbe?’

‘No. Mothers don’t cry for their daughters. Girls are on loan to the tribe until they are initiated into Zowegbe and are trained to be women fit to marry. After that they belong to their oko. Yours is already chosen for when your time comes.’

‘My husband is chosen?’ I say, jumping up so fast Jabeza screeches, pulls at my hair hard before jumping off my shoulder. ‘Jaja has chosen a husband for me? Who?’ This was the first I have heard this, and I start to shake. All the words inside of me rush to squeeze my heart.

My grandmother brings out a red kola-nut from her pouch and hands it to me. I know what to do. Maluuma has no teeth so although I do not like the kola-nut’s bitter taste, I would chew it, breaking it into smaller pieces for her. Now I hold it tight and wait for her to speak.

‘Your madu should have told you, but a bird that talks doesn’t eat rice.’ Maluuma sighs, then without looking at me she says, ‘once your blood begins to flow, you’ll join the Zowegbe society and become a woman. After that Jusu will take you for his third wife. He’ll be next Chief of Gambilli. Your Jaja has done well for you.’

‘But Jusu has almost as many seasons as Jaja. I don’t want to marry him or anyone.’

Maluuma pulls me down to sit at her feet. ‘You want to stay unmarried with no children of your own, no fire stone to call your own?’

‘No Maluuma, but why can’t I just stay here. Why can’t I have a monkey tattoo and fur cloak like Lansana.’ I cry.

‘Stop talking such foolishness. That is for boys. You are a chief’s daughter, and this is your destiny. There are many paths open to you. Make sure you choose the right one. Always remember that you can be taken away to another place, to live with other people but no one can take away the things that go deep down, rooting you to your inside place.’

‘I hear you, Maluuma,’ I say but at that moment I wish I was a boy, like Lansana, or a warrior chief like my Jaja.

‘Maluuma, what would happen if I followed the boys into the forest?’ I say and bite into the kola-nut

She pulls me close and stares, with her milky eyes, into my spirit. Though half-blind she is all-seeing.

‘Child, why must you always question what is? A chicken egg should not strike its head against a rock. Listen to me,’ she says in a voice that strokes my heart, ‘my child, never, ever do that. It is against the gods for those who have not gone through the ritual to know or to see what goes on between men. It is against Ogun for women to go near such a place. They will make the place and the men, unclean. It is right that men and women have their secrets. If anyone breaks the laws of the ancestors, they and all they hold tight to their being will be crushed into more pieces than there are stars in the sky. They’ll be taken to join the spirits, not the ones above but the ones below. Look upon their man-spirit and you’ll pay the price. You will not live to see another day. The Kwa-le forest is taboo for the next three moons until Obogani is over. Do you hear me Fatu child?’

When she calls me Fatu, my baby name, I know that she is worried about me.

‘I hear you Maluuma,’ I say, giving her the chewed-up kola-nut and for the first time I swallow the bitter juice.



A few days later, however, I do see parts of the boys’ training. It is Jabeza who gets me into trouble. She goes everywhere with me. When I go with Maluuma to gather herbs, my monkey comes with us, wrapped around my neck staring at the world over my head. When I do the planting and digging, sweeping and pounding, carrying water from the water hole, she is with me, tied to my back with a wrap, like the village mothers do with their young.

If I am not with Maluuma I disappear into the forest with Jabeza. She leaps from tree to tree chattering, calling me to join her. I have just chased her up a tree when I hear the drums. I hide among the leaves and remain as still as a stalking lion, waiting for them to go past. The noise does not fade away, however, for they stop.

‘Don’t look,’ I tell myself, but I do look. I shift and peer down. There they are, the boys naked, blindfolded, being led, by the halemo into the clearing not far from my tree. I see Lansana and the other boys standing in line, like soldier ants. The drummers stop then start up again and the boys begin to sing and dance. They dance until their feet bleed and the earth is fed with their blood. From high up in the tree I lose track of time, mesmerized. I can see their blood-flecks fly out screaming for life. When at last the boys stagger out of the clearing, their bodies and their feet weep red tears of pain, tears that should not, must not, come out of a man’s eyes.

Once they are gone, I scramble down, run home and wait to die. But Maluuma is wrong. Nothing happens to me or to Maluuma, or my mother, or my father, or my brother Amadu or to anyone I hold close to my being. Praise be to the gods.

After that I go to the forest every day. I follow the boys, but not close enough to get caught. I watch, I listen, and I learn with them. Then it is time for them to be taken one by one even deeper into the forest and left alone for their final test. I can no longer trail after them and I think all is well for no one knows what I have done.

But my action must have put a curse on my brother for Lansana is the only boy who does not return from Obogani.

‘Lansana, forgive your father for turning his back on you,’ Ramatu cries, when after one moon cycle Jaja makes him osu, an outcast for having failed his manhood test.

Raising her hands and voice to the skies, Ramatu cries, ‘hear me, O Olorun, god of creation; forgive this man who calls himself a Jaja but refuses to bury his child.’ Then grabbing Jaja’s right arm she shouts, ‘look at this, look, only three child-string bracelets.’

Everyone knows, but dares not say out loud, that more child-strings should be on that arm. A great man should have many children to show his prowess, his wealth. Jaja has but two green child-strings for Lansana and my little brother Amadu and a red one is for me. There is no child-string from Sisi Jamilla, Jaja’s second wife. They say she is barren.

I know those strings. I learned about colours with those strings. Red is for girl-children because their knowledge is small, and they bleed on their moon cycle. Green is for boy-children, green is for strength. I want to be green not red.



Jaja taught me about right and left with those strings. Right arm is for the living, left arm for the dead. Jaja’s left arm has nine white plaited strings. Seven of those strings are for Ramatu’s children, the six that came before Lansana and one after him, all children who came and quickly returned to the ancestors.

‘Why are these two twisted together?’ I asked Jaja once, as I tried to untangle them, like I did when I helped Madu with her weaving threads.

Jaja had slapped my hand away before saying, ‘these two white strings, twisted together, are for your sisters who came together, sent to Isatu by ngafa, evil spirits.’

And that is how I got to know that I had had sisters, twins, who were taken deep into the forest and left there to return to the ancestors.



Now, no one moves as Ramatu shakes Jaja’s arm again and cries. ‘Why didn’t you give me more living children?’

The women suck in air and let out a long hiss through their teeth. Of the seven children Ma Ramatu birthed only Lansana has stayed, still she has said what she should not have let pass her lips. The men move closer forming a wall of disapproval. No one is surprised when my Jaja, Chief Dauda of Talaremba, raises his arm and strikes Ramatu. She falls to her knees, screaming. He hits her again and again. It is only when the alagbas, the old men who’ve seen much, shout ‘enough’ does Jaja stop. He wipes the sweat off his face with a shaking hand, and steps back.

‘Hear me,’ Jaja says then, ‘listen, O people of Talaremba. As your Chief Dauda, I say the name Lansana will not be said in this village again. Not until I see his face, either here with the living, or on the other side with the ancestors, will that name pass my lips.’

Then Jaja snaps one green string and flings it to the ground. It lands in front of me. I understand then that the gods do not forgive. They always demand payment.

‘O gods of gods, O mighty Osain,’ I pray, ‘forgive me. I, a girl, should not have tried to learn things fit only for men. Punish me, let me pay the price for my disobedience, not my brother, not my father. O great Osain, send Lansana back to us.’

I pick up the green broken child-string and hold it tight. I want to run after Jaja as he walks away, his head bowed. Maluuma grabs my arm and Madu, her hands resting on her swelling stomach says, ‘leave him.’
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