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Diaspora
Poem
by Phillippa Yaa de Villiers
I

Biri’s people left home one day

and didn’t return. The fire burnt

out. Time turned in the sky like a goat’s eye

yellow and cold, feeling nothing.

How were they taken? The working song died,

their cries settled on branches like birds.

They were swallowed by history, by history undone.

Names, the frail canopy of lives:

all gone. All gone.

A history undone,

bodies boiling in the sun:

the eardrum remembers Ethiopia,

the kneecaps speak Yoruba,

the heart converses in Twi - 

then it’s gone.

All gone.

II

And now

the stolen continent floats back into sight,

like a ghost ship

manacled to the moonlight.

You are

dreadlocked,

sunglassed,

trying to feel at home.

You are

time’s tourist, 

without a tourist map.

I’d like to teach you but

the sacred dances are beyond my reach

and I can’t speak, kuluma, buwa, thetha or qoqa
.

I am the much loved but seriously gawky

cousin at some family

occasion.

A rich but stupid relative

(only not stupid enough to not realize that you’re not

stupid).

Clever enough to feel the real

alienation from the dust, the dust of this place.

Achoo, Afrika, I so want to be part of you,

if you’ll have me. Look,

your scattered seeds, 

your dire-spores grew tongues,

seeded thoughts and dreams in poetry

music and philosophy. 

Halala Miles Davis, Oye Franz Fanon, Viva Spike Lee, 

Long live the music of Bob Marley, 

Binta Breeze, Mutabaruka, Josephine Baker, Pamela Mordecai 

Nina Simone, Zora Neale Thurston, Langston Hughes may you be blessed!

They made a new world for me,

they made the world new.

I’d like to try and do that, too.

III

Now

I am the lost seed singing

speaking howling in the wilderness,

I tear down the night and wear it for a dress,

I am the new tongue twisted around the multicoloured syllables

of my adopted village,

raging like fire through paper dreams,

no ancestors to witness

my sorrow pouring through the leaves,

no witness to tell me

where to find my roots.

You are my roots.

This moment is my route

to being, to liberation.

You listening to me

is the only

is the only

vindication.
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� It means speak in Zulu, Tswana, Xhosa and Pondo
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