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Issue Eleven Editor’s Note
By Becky Ayebia Clarke
On 16, 17 and 18 April, London’s Earls Court was abuzz with about 20,000 international and local visitors plus 1,200 exhibitors to this year’s London Book Fair (LBF). Attendance figures were up by 18–20 per cent on last year’s event. While the business of the fair was in full flow, important deals were also being negotiated and struck on the first floor on Stand S500 representing IBP, a new body of Independent Black Publishers – a stand generously sponsored by the Arts Council of England. 

The 2007 LBF witnessed the launch of a new association that for the first time gave a collective profile and campaigning voice to Britain’s African-Caribbean book publishing sector. Independent Black Publishers (IBP) is a group that aims to be both a marketing and a campaigning voice. The founding members (whose combined publishing experience amounts to over 200 years) include: Ayebia Clarke Publishing, Bogle-L’Ouverture Press, Brown Skin Books, Mango Publishing, Tamarind Books and The X Press, with Margaret Busby (co-founder of Allison & Busby) as IBP’s Patron. 

IBP also strives to work with those who are endeavouring to make the book publishing industry more representative of the changing demographics of British society in the 21st century. With the increasing dominance of large companies in book publishing and the changing cultural make-up of the UK, IBP believes that the role of black publishers is an important one in servicing the needs of our new authors and those of a diverse book-buying public.

For the first time in the LBF’s history, black publishers were visible because they had a stand where they were able to sit and conduct meetings with other publishers, printers, distributors and the general book-buying public. In the past, we had to rely on perching on the odd chair on a distributor’s stand. It is the first time that I can remember that I have actually enjoyed attending the Book Fair and having the facilities that other publishers take for granted. So why is it so important for us to be visible? The publishing industry in the UK has tended to be predominantly a white, middle-class domain with very few black editors or publishers in mainstream publishing. Our stand also gave us the opportunity to meet and liaise with other black publishers, such as Ian Randle of Caribbean Publishers Network (CAPNET), and to network and exchange ideas and information with other publishers from Africa. Remarks made by a cross-section of visitors to our stand and messages in our Visitors’ Book indicated their joy and satisfaction of seeing more black books prominently displayed, with friendly access to information and advice.

According to IBP Patron Margaret Busby OBE:

‘There has never before been a trade association that addresses the specific concerns of independent black publishers. The increasing focus on the lack of cultural diversity within the mainstream industry – highlighted in the New Diversity in Publishing Report, which expands the findings of the 2004 Bookseller/Arts Council survey – points up a continuing need for autonomous black publishing. IBP will provide a forum for progressive black publishers to share initiatives, maximise mutual strengths and identify common difficulties, with a view to having a more effective impact on the book trade and the wider publishing industry.’

IBP Chair and Publisher of Tamarind Children’s Books, Verna Wilkins, says:

‘The major impact that black writing has had on the UK literary scene in the past two decades has been in no small part due to the pioneering work of publishers like ourselves. We have found and developed the writers and shown to the mainstream that there is a market for fresh and creative writing from a different cultural perspective. Through IBP we aim to keep that tradition alive and show that the rich talent that exists in our community will always have a vehicle to carry that creativity to a wider book-buying audience.’

The importance of having a ‘voice’ and being ‘visible’ to writers from the African Caribbean perspective is duly emphasised in this edition’s features article by Nii Ayikwei Parkes in his analysis entitled Pros, Cons and Blogs – Self-Publishing and the Internet. Parkes (a Ghanaian writer and publisher based in the UK) stresses the need for writers to have a reality check in their sometimes over-zealous attitudes towards getting published. He does not discourage writers from self-publishing however, but he cautions against over-simplification and the challenges faced by a writer who must become his or her own editor, administrator, distributor and sales and marketing ‘supremo’, which leaves little or no time for the serious business of writing. Additionally, he raises awareness of the negative perception of others concerning self-published authors. Yet he points to writers, past and present, who have self-published and gone on to become famous internationally and some who have even won the Nobel Prize for Literature. For example, the Kenyan writer Binyavanga Wainaina self-published and went on to win the Caine Prize for African Writing in 2002.

The dichotomy is clearly stated and place of the internet is demonstrated as playing a pivotal role in the life of a contemporary writer. Clearly, some of the problems attributed to self-publishing can be traced to the poor quality of publishing and the lack of accountability by publishers to their writers, especially in East and West Africa, which forces writers from this perspective to take the plunge and self-publish.

Rukayatu Ibrahim is from Ghana. Her story, entitled The Watchman’s Daughter, is a tale about triumph over adversity. Told through the eyes and voice of a young girl looking back on her mother’s life, she sings her admiration for her mother’s courage and strength and her quiet determination in pulling herself up from a poverty-ridden background. Her mother’s parents had emigrated from northern Ghana to the south in search of a better life; her family was faced with ridicule and discrimination from the southerners who looked down on them and their strange ways, thus attracting a tag of inferiority. At 50, her daughter is inspired by her mother’s courage but wonders if her mother is satisfied with her life, while acknowledging her own good fortunes have been due to the huge sacrifices her mother has had to make.

Stanley Onjezani Kenani is from Malawi and his story, entitled That Famous Athlete Was My Husband, is about loyalty and the corrupting influence of money. Upile and his wife Mbumba were poor and found themselves blessed by good fortune when an athletics coach spotted him and advised him to consider competing in an international marathon. He wins the race and goes on to compete successfully in other international events. Winning means nothing to his wife but it brings them financial success for the first time in their lives. But the money also brings mayhem. Soon he has become an international star even though there are a few raised eyebrows at his inexperience. Awash with cash, his occasional telephone calls to his wife soon stop and he spends his time and winnings on glamour girls while his wife battles with looking after the home and their sick daughter by borrowing money. In the end, she comes face to face with him while standing at city centre traffic lights: her husband pulls up in his big black shiny car with a girl (whom his wife has seen in the newspapers) sitting beside him, who leans across and kisses him. Indeed, a tale of woe with a message.

Kabura Zakama is from Nigeria. His work, entitled Our Democracy et al, is a powerful collection of five poems highlighting socio-economic issues in contemporary Nigeria. In the title poem, ‘Our Democracy’, Zakama lays bare the hypocritical nature of corrupt rulers who will stop at nothing to get into power. With the legacy of the recent elections in Nigeria, this is a succinct critique of the current situation in Nigeria where the legacy of ‘poverty in the midst of plenty’ leaves many unanswered questions. In ‘This World, Our World’, Zakama draws on the image of a poor, helpless and starving young girl to illustrate an analogy between the parasitic nature of powerful nations towards weaker ones whose resources are plundered with the connivance of greedy and corrupt rulers in the developing world. In ‘Dreams Paradise’, politicians are lambasted for selling out their nations via ‘e-governments and ‘e-voting’. ‘The Day of the Surgeon’ chronicles the carving out of poorer nations by richer nations ‘in their posh northern boardrooms’. And in ‘The Drug Addict’, the writer shines a torch on lives blighted by illegal substances and the allure of a fast life. It ends on a sombre note by pleading for aid for the addict before they are beyond human help.

Kondwani Kamiyala is from Malawi. His story, entitled Loafing Blues, seeks to highlight how corruption, greed and selfishness rob the poor of jobs and justice. A young unemployed man comes face to face with a corrupt labour officer who demands a bribe of 5,000 kwacha in exchange for a job in marketing. Unable to provide the money, he bumps into an old classmate who, though he remembers was not as bright as him, had made it to the university by virtue of an uncle who was a lecturer at one of the constituent colleges. This is a gripping story about survival, deceit and double dealing, a brilliant tale that keeps the reader on the edge of their seat until the very end.

Mwikisa Teddy Sinyinda is from Zambia and his story, entitled Strength of the Baobab, is a tale about how the arrival of a strange man heralds the beginning of strange happenings. The people of the ancient village of Umwisho revered the towering strength and imposing presence of Lawani as their greatest hunter ever. Lawani had four wives and 16 children – ten boys and six girls by the time he was 30 years old. His marriage to his fifth wife was unexpected and surrounded by interesting facts preceded by the arrival in the village of a pale man from distant lands. He was a strange fellow who taught and read from the ‘Book of Strange Markings’. Initially, Lawani resisted this man’s meetings but when his eldest daughter came home one evening and started rehearsing a story she had heard from the pale man about the man with 12 sons, Lawani felt the onset of strange happenings. This is a story shrouded in mystery and superstition and reminded me of Okonkwo, the protagonist in Chinua Achebe’s classic novel, Things Fall Apart.  (Heinemann: African Writers Series, 1962).

Samuel Asanga Mokom is from Cameroon and his story, entitled Daughter of the Mountain Part II, is an intriguing one about how the sex and circumstances of a daughter’s birth are kept secret from her. Ngweny, the wife of the king, had already given birth to several girls when her fourth child was born. Her husband threatened to send her away for failing to produce a male heir. However, after a prolonged and difficult pregnancy and the delivery of yet another girl, Ngweny’s eldest daughter, Aza, decides to take matters into her own hands to prevent her mother’s banishment and the killing of her baby sister.  Aza informs the king that her mother has had a boy, to joyous applause. Her motive was to give her mother enough time to recover her strength before the circumcision ceremony which happens 12 weeks after the birth. When the old village midwife, Ma Siri, hears what she had done, she points out to Aza that the king would want his wife to be strong enough for the ceremony. The therapy for improving the health of a breast-feeding mother includes the herbalist bathing the baby under a banana tree. Fearing the worst, Aza escapes into the mountains under the cloak of darkness with the baby, whom she names ‘Liskia’ – meaning ‘Daughter of the Mountain’.
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