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essayscontributors

is a British novelist, cultural critic and academic 

best known for his stylish, inventive tales of 

London and the lives of African diasporans. His 

work has been characterised by its interest in 

multiple cultural identities, subcultures, and its 

distinctive, "musical" use of language. His work 

has won many awards and wide acclaim from 

critics. Zadie Smith has praised him for his 

"humanness", arguing that he is one of a few 

English writers who "trade in both knowledge 

and feeling". In 2002 the Times Literary 

Supplement named him as one of the Best 

Young British Novelists. He currently lectures in 

Creative Writing at Kingston University.

is a Nigerian-British writer. Her debut novel 

Butterfly Fish won a Betty Trask award and was 

shortlisted for an Edinburgh International First 

Book Award. Her work has been featured in The 

New York Times, The Observer, The Guardian, 

on the BBC and in the Huffington Post, among 

other places. Her short stories have been 

published internationally, including Salt's Best 

British Short Stories 2017, Kwani? and The 

Year's Best Weird Fiction. She was presented at 

the London Short Story Festival by Booker Prize- 

winning author Ben Okri as a dynamic writing 

talent to watch and featured in the Evening 

Standard Magazine as one of London’s exciting 

new authors. Her short story collection Speak 

Gigantular, published by Jacaranda Books, was 

shortlisted for the Edge Hill Short Story Prize, 

the Jhalak Prize, the Saboteur Awards and 

nominated for a Shirley Jackson Award.

is the author of eleven critically acclaimed 

novels, including The Insult, which was 

shortlisted for the Guardian Fiction Prize, and 

chosen by David Bowie as one of his 100 Must- 

Read Books of All Time, Death of a Murderer, 

which was shortlisted for the Costa Prize, and 

The Book of Revelation, which was made into a 

feature film by the Australian writer/director, Ana 

Kokkinos. In 2010, he published a memoir, This 

Party's Got to Stop, which won the Writers’ Guild 

Non-Fiction Book of the Year. His latest novel, 

Never Anyone But You, was published in June 

2018. He has contributed to the Financial 

Times, the Independent, Granta, and the 

Guardian. He lives in London.  

is a multi-award-winning novelist, Oscar- 

nominated screenwriter, playwright and 

essayist. In 2007 he was awarded a CBE for 

services to literature and drama. He is a 

Professor of Creative Writing a Kingston 

University.

Diran Adebayo

Irenosen Okojie Hanif Kureishi

Rupert Thomson
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poetry&fictioncontributors

is of Ghanaian/English heritage, and lives in the 

West Country. She writes poetry, fiction, BAME 

history and opinion pieces. Her poetry 

collection Salt-sweat and Tears and pamphlet 

Blinking in the Light were published by 

Cinnamon Press. Louisa’s work has appeared in 

publications including Envoi; Wasafiri; Bare 

Fiction; Ink, Sweat and Tears; Open Pen; Writing 

Motherhood (Seren Books); and Closure 

(Peepal Tree). She has been highly commended 

by the Forward Prize and shortlisted by the 

Bridport Prize. She has recently completed a 

third poetry collection and first short story 

collection, and is working on her first novel.

is a British-born Cypriot and award-winning 

poet, fiction writer, essayist, publisher and 

poetry educator. He has published nine 

volumes of poetry, a spoken-word EP and a 

collection of short stories. His poetry and fiction 

have appeared on BBC Newsnight, BBC Radio 

4, BBC Radio 6 Music, ITV, Vice UK, Channel 4 

and Sky Arts. In 2012 he founded Out-Spoken, 

London’s premier poetry and live music night, 

and Out-Spoken Press, an independent 

publisher of poetry and critical writing that aims 

to challenge the lack of diversity in British 

publishing. Currently he works as the writer in 

residence at Whitmore School in Harrow and 

Queen Elizabeth Boys school in Barnet where 

he teaches poetry.

is a Cardiff based poet originally from post- 

industrial Derbyshire. Her work has appeared in 

various locations online and in print and once 

cropped up quite unexpectedly in Winchester 

Cathedral. She likes Britpop, multi-event 

athletes, and eating cubes of smoked cheese. 

 An alarmingly high percentage of her poems 

feature coal and like most white British women 

her age her middle name is Louise. She tweets a 

little about poetry and lot about nothing from 

@_EmilyLC

is a poet and performer. He is one half of 

Post Everything, a sound art duo. He has 

performed his cross-arts drumming and 

poetry show about memory, ‘How To Keep 

Time: A Drum Solo for Dementia’ – 

produced by Penned in the Margins – at 

the Endinburgh Fringe Festival 2018.

Louisa Adjoa Parker

Anthony Anaxagorou

Antosh Wojcik

Emily Cotterill

graduated from the University of 

Winchester in 2016 with an MA in Critical 

and Creative Writing. She currently works 

in an NHS mental health unit and is 

completing work on her debut novel, a 

fictional account of the life of Sylvia Plath. 

@MissMcWrites

Laura McKenzie
Introducing 
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Editornote from the 

In the autumn of 2017, I was having a drink in London with the novelist Nick Barlay when the subject 

of The Colverstone Review came up. It was just another of our regular get togethers and, as usual, it 

was Nick who broached the subject. A committed supporter of TCR since its inception, he wanted to 

know when the next issue would be out, worried that it might be on its way to the over-crowded 

graveyard of short-lived literary journals.  As I couldn’t give him a definite answer, he fell silent for a 

moment and gazed into his glass of whiskey with more than a look of regret on his face. Later, on my 

way home, I made the decision to relaunch the journal. I felt I owed it to Nick, and to myself, and to all 

those who have shown faith in TCR and wanted it to continue. 

 

The timing of the relaunch couldn’t be better. In recent years, there’s been an upsurge in critical 

writing, the essay, it seems, has regained its footing in the world of literature. It has even, dare I say it, 

become fashionable. Why that should be, I’m not entirely sure, but I suspect some of it is being driven 

by social media, which has allowed millions of people all over the world to have their say on the issues 

that matter most to them. 

 

But with so many hastily-formed opinions emanating from the twittersphere, the considered 

perspective can, and often does, get lost. As I mentioned in my first editorial, TCR was conceived to 

give space to that type of writing and it remains at the core of what the journal is about. To that end, 

I’m thrilled to have four excellent essays in this issue. Hanif Kureishi is as insightful as ever on the 

difficult business of writing, Irenosen Okojie talks eloquently about the book she wishes she had 

written, Rupert Thomson provides a lucid account of how it felt to be an ex-pat in Barcelona, while 

Diran Adebayo meditates on European racism and traces its origins back to the Enlightenment. 

 

Elsewhere in the journal we’ve created a special place to showcase the work of new voices. For this 

issue we’re very excited to introduce Laura McKenzie, who is someone you’ll be hearing a lot more 

from in the years to come. Her short story, inspired by events in the life of Sylvia Plath, achieves a level 

of accomplishment that an experienced writer would be proud of, let alone a young writer making her 

debut. Laura is currently writing her first novel and I for one cannot wait to read it. 

Until next time…. 

 

 

Stephen Thompson 

 

Editor 
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The 
Footman’s 
New 
Clothes

I’ve had a strong tilt towards continental Europe from a very 

young age. Like many writers, my primary relationship was not 

with story but with words. As a six-year-old, I was sensitive to 

names. I preferred Judah over Israel and Illinois among the fifty 

states. Anything mischievous or mysterious or evocative. 

Although I am of Yoruba Nigerian parentage, we younger 

children who were born in Britain didn’t learn Yoruba. My father, 

who was very success-in-education-oriented, thought that that 

time would be better spent studying subjects for which British 

schools gave qualifications. The upshot was that French 

became my place to go to for funky words, a route to the exotic.

By Diran Adebayo

5 



There was this England cricketer at the 

time called Phillippe Edmonds, of 

Belgian antecedents, who’d grown up in 

Lusaka, Zambia. His name, plus the fact 

that we were both spinners and his 

whole exotic package, made him an 

instant favourite of mine. I only saw him 

play once, on TV, because a few months 

after that, aged eight, I began my first 

term at a fee-paying prep school and 

came home after my first day with my 

older brother to find that our electricity 

had been cut off. My parents couldn’t 

afford that and our school fees, and so 

for the next few years we had no TV, no 

visual images. 

 

The International Herald Tribune 

became our window on the world. The 

Tribune was an amalgamation of the 

Washington Post and the New York 

Times but, being published from France, 

there was a European slant to their 

coverage and they paid a lot of attention 

to European sports. At the time – this was

the mid-to-late seventies – there was this 

French football team, St Etienne, that 

was riding high. They were contesting 

Liverpool and Bayern, and the gloriously 

named Borussia Monchengladbach in 

the latter stages of European Cups and, 

according to the Tribune, they played in 

green. This was a delight to me. With no 

TV, no visuals, I was now extremely 

sensitive to colour, and I’d never heard 

of a football team that played in green. 

And so, in honour of this imaginary 

football team through which I lived my 

fantasy adult life as a professional soccer 

player, when playing evening matches 

in my parents’ bedroom by candlelight, 

we always played in green.  

 

Not being an England patriot, and with 

the absence then of African teams from 

most global competitions, France 

became my team; in football, in rugby. 

That French Rugby Union team of the 

eighties remains, ‘til now, the most 

beautiful team in any sport I’ve seen. 

Whereas the English seemed rather 

stilted, decent at moves that could be 

coached beforehand, the French 

embraced randomness and relished 

nothing more than those moments when 

the ball is bouncing around behind your 

lines and people are running in all 

directions and no-one’s told you what to 

do. They were instinctive, improvisatory, 

freethinkers with this flow and fluidity 

that gave you a feeling of ‘This is how it 

should be done’. 

 

How they spoke too! There was Jean- 

Pierre Rives, France captain and amateur 

sculptor  who, on the eve of  a famous 

underdog victory against New Zealand 

in 1979,  France’s first against Rugby’s 

superpower in  a game that was to be 

played on Bastille Day, mused in an 

interview: ‘It is the captain’s job to keep 

people marching. A revolution calls for 

madmen.’ As well as Rives, there was 

scrum-half Berbizier. On the eve of the 

1987 World Cup semi-final between 

France and Australia, after the Aussies 

had held a rather boastful Press 

Conference, Berbizier said: ‘The 

Australians have killed the match. We 

have to recreate it.’ With their 

metaphors, these French players 

seemed more like poets and 

philosophers than sportsmen. No-one in 

English sport spoke like this. 

By now I was reading France’s proper 

poets and philosophers. It began with 

Jean Cocteau’s dreamy, kinky novel ‘Les 

Enfants Terribles’ when I was thirteen, 

then Camus and Sartre and the whole 

existential school. I had this blue- 

covered anthology of existentialist 

writings and in it were excerpts from 

Nietzche and Dostoyevsky’s ‘Notes from 

the Underground’, Robert Musil’s ‘A Man 
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Without Qualities’ and the Danish 

Christian thinker Soren Kierkegaard. 

 There was Samuel Beckett too – the 

only Nobel Laureate in literature to play 

first-class cricket, whom we were 

studying at school: Irish, but he wrote his 

early plays and wonderful novel trilogy 

in French, he said, because it was easier 

in French to write without style, which I 

could never understand because his 

writing, like Camus’ essay, ‘The Myth of 

Sisyphus,’ felt elegant and lyrical to me. 

The subject they explored, alienation, 

what to dedicate oneself to if life was 

absurd, how to construct meaning on 

the field just like their sporting 

counterparts, seemed vital, especially 

compared to the rather arid terrain of 

English philosophy at the time. All this 

positivism stuff: how do we know if a 

statement is true or false, etc.  Europe, in 

these critical, formative years for me as a 

writer-thinker, was exerting a greater 

influence on me than any other zone. 

 

I was also aware, by then, of France’s 

reputation, particularly as a country that 

had welcomed black artist exiles, the 

Richard Wrights, the Chester Himes’, the 

Baldwins, Bakers and jazzcats of this 

world as they sought to escape the racial 

limitations of the United States. 

 

Well, after the romance came the facts of 

it. When I was fourteen I visited Paris for 

the time and within the first hour I was 

pulled out of a crowd by a couple of 

gendarmes  and accused, wrongly, of 

being a pickpocket. My first trip to 

Germany, staying with schoolfriends in 

Hamburg when I was eighteen, was 

uneventful but my second was not. It 

was 1991, I was twenty-two and working 

as a reporter for ‘The Voice’. Britain’s 

Ministry of Defence wanted to 

encourage more ethnic minority people 

to join the armed  forces and so I was 

sent to Germany to interview various 

black servicemen and women in the 

Nato bases at Bielefeld, Hanover, 

Gutersloh (not Munster  though). I 

remember there had been this terrible 

attack on a hostel for asylum seekers in 

Hoyerswerda not long before, and I 

called up my German friend Dominik 

whose family I’d stayed with in Hamburg 

to ask what was going on out there. 

Don’t worry, he’d said, just a few fools on 

the extreme or some such. Anyway, he 

came to meet me and my photographer 

colleague Colin for a drink in Gutersloh 

in the evening. We went to a bar where a 

group of skinhead types – a mixed 

bunch but mainly guys in Lonsdale and 

Wrangler of London sweat shirts and 

boots and those signature dark-washed 

jeans -  had deposited itself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Well, we sat down and I could hear a 

growing level of something like abuse 

from them. We decided to leave and 

they followed us down the street, 

shouting ‘Niggerlover’ at Dominik and 

other epithets at us. They were  twenty 

yards behind and it seemed about safe 

enough. Then, as we stopped at a set of 

red lights, they suddenly sprinted and 

jumped us.  As we pelted, I turned back 

to see Dominick, a tall guy, well over six 

foot, with his arms out trying to reason 

with them – reason, that European 

Enlightenment weapon – while he was 

being clobbered over the head with 

bottles and kicked to his stomach as he 

slumped to the ground. The two of us  

The bartender said to us, 
‘Those people. I think you 
should leave,’ but, in a 
show of bravado, I wanted 
to stay for at least one 
drink. 
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ran into a couple of restaurants in a 

street round the corner, me in my bad 

German saying ‘Help us!’, but we got 

shooed away. Luckily, the police, who 

had a couple of patrol cars in the 

neighbourhood because, as it turned 

out, this Wednesday night was a well- 

known meeting time for these 

skinheads, picked up Dominik and 

arrested four of the skinheads. Dominick 

had to go to hospital with internal 

bleeding in his stomach and we ended 

up having to speak at the trial.  I 

remember being a bit surprised that the 

perpetrators only got fined. 

 

A year or so later, I was back in Germany, 

this time making a short film about black 

Berliners for the youth-oriented current- 

affairs TV show, ‘Reportage’. It was a 

little after the fall of the  Berlin Wall and 

we wanted to know how Race was 

playing out for them in the new 

Germany. At the time, the ius sanguine, 

or law of blood, was in operation. For the 

uninitiated, this means you can only be a 

German citizen by blood. I believe a 

modified version is in force even today, 

just as a similar law prevailed in Italy until 

2013 (Britain, by contrast, and the U.S.A 

more strongly, have had the ius soli, the 

law of the soil, where birthplace and/or 

residency is the key to citizenship). So, 

most of our five film subjects, despite 

being born and bred there, did not have 

German citizenship; nor did their 

Turkish-German friends. They told some 

sad stories around isolation, and you 

could tell they envied the bigger, more 

developed Black-British community with 

its history of successful activism and its 

cultural scene. Shortly after we made the 

film one of our subjects, a young woman, 

was killed in a racial attack in Berlin. 

 

That same year, 1992, the year of the 

Maastricht accord that sought to deepen 

the bonds between members of the 

European Community, I travelled to 

Spain for the first time, to Barcelona, for a 

holiday with my then girlfriend. Walking 

along its streets, we were sometimes 

shadowed by police cars driving slowly 

alongside us. From time to time an 

officer would get out and ask to see my 

passport. On the streets around the 

Ramblas - the main, slightly bohemian 

thoroughfare in the downtown area - I 

was approached by various locals trying 

to sell me drivers’ licenses, passports 

and similar documents. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some of these were not Barcelona’s best 

streets, admittedly, all round there 

seemed little understanding that I might 

just be a European trying to enjoy my 

new European rights. Where I was 

treated with more respect, in certain bars 

and shops, it was usually on the 

assumption that I was African-American - 

 ‘Where are you from? America? – the 

only country they felt could have given 

me the wherewithal to be among them 

as a tourist. 

 

But the United States did not come 

naturally to me. There was a certain 

earnestness I’d encountered there that 

felt a little alien to me, a bit like their 

urban spaces, so many of which had 

been built with the motorist in mind, 

And they kept pointing to 
my girlfriend and asking, 
 
 
 
- How much?’, thinking I 
was a pimp and she was my 
sex worker.

‘Cuanta? 

‘Cuanta? 
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rather than the flaneur. The extent of its 

ethno- and racial-faultlines, which not 

even the college experience seemed to 

break down, was also 

discombobulating. On my first trip there, 

for holiday and a bit of work, a year after 

I’d finished at university, I didn’t meet 

any white people during my first three 

weeks and then, when I went to stay 

with a white friend for my final week -  in 

the chocolate city of Atlanta, of all places 

- I barely met any black people socially. 

 

Had I spent less of my teenage time on 

the European thinkers of the mid 

twentieth-century and more on their 

forbears, three centuries before, I would 

have been better prepared. It is the 

curious paradox of the Enlightenment 

period - that intellectual wind of change 

that ushered Europe into modernity, 

with its notions of universalism and the 

ideals of freedom and equality for all that 

helped underpin the French, American 

and Haitian revolutions of the 1780s and 

1790s, its emphasis on reason and 

scientific rigour and enquiry and 

classification - that it also coincided with 

the rise and entrenching of modern race 

thinking. It coincided too, of course, with 

the deepening of the Atlantic Slave trade 

and European colonialism. We have 

Hume – not continental European, it is 

true, but Scottish - writing in 1742: “I am 

apt to suspect the Negroes, and in 

general all other species of men to be 

naturally inferior to the whites. There 

never was any civilized nation of any 

other complection than white, nor even 

any individual eminent in action or 

speculation.” 

 

And Kant, one of the major figures of this 

period, dismissing, a little later, a report 

of something seemingly intelligent that 

had once been said by an African on the 

grounds that

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Among scholars of this period, a divide 

has opened up between those who feel 

that the Humes and Kants represent 

mainstream Enlightenment thinking  and 

those who would relegate their 

mutterings to what my old Law tutors 

would call ‘obiter dicta’. A recent 

contributor to the debate, Emmannuel 

Chuckwude Eze, in his introduction to a 

series of readings on Race and the 

Enlightenment, claims that 

‘Enlightenment philosophy was 

instrumental in codifying and 

institutionalizing both the scientific and 

popular European perceptions of the 

human race’ and helped to articulate 

‘Europe’s sense not only of its cultural 

but also of its racial superiority’.  What 

Ezwe is doing here is joining the dots 

between the Enlightenment’s passion 

for classification and the racial 

categorization and industrial scale 

‘experiments’ and punishments carried 

out by German officials on the Herero 

and Namaqua peoples of Namibia at the 

turn of the twentieth-century and then, 

two generations later, in the Holocaust. 

And the philosopher Justin Smith, in a 

2013 New York Times essay about ‘the 

Enlightenment’s Race problem’, pointed 

to a better, pre-Enlightenment period, 

 which he believes is exemplified by the 

story of Anton Wilhelm Amo, a West 

African student and former slave who, in 

 1734, defended a philosophy 

dissertation at the University of Halle in 

Saxony, written in Latin and entitled On 

the Impassivity of the Human Mind. A 

dedicatory letter was attached to the 

dissertation from the rector of the  

“this fellow was quite 
black from head to toe, a 
clear proof that what he 

said was stupid’.
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P hoto: B rian-C heng

This essay is adapted from a longer piece, ‘The 
Footman’s New Clothes’, included in Locating 
African European Studies: Interventions – 
Intersections – Coalitions, which will be published 
by Routledge in 2019. Editors: F.E. Garrido, C. 
Koegler, D. Nyangulu and M. Stein.



University of Wittenberg, Johannes  

 

 

 

dissertation from the rector of the  

IT 
FEELS 
LIKE A 
CRIME: 
THE DEVIL INSIDE By Hanif Kureishi 
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Writing and Self-Criticism. 
 

Of all the questions authors get asked, the 

most puzzling but persistent concerns that 
which others might think of what the writer 
has produced. These others - these potential 
disapprovers - might be the writer's spouse, 
her family, her colleagues, community or 
neighbours. It doesn't matter exactly who they 

are. Yet the question of these opinions is 
clearly a crucial one for apprentice artists. 
When they begin to work, a chorus of censure 

and dissent, if not of hate, starts up. The writer 
becomes inhibited by concerns about the 

effect her words might have. The writer could 

become anxious, stifled or blocked. She could 

begin to hate her own work, or feel phobic 

about beginning. 
 

Here the artist is generating a kind of lurid 

fantasy, and not one which is of use to writing. 
In truth, when you begin writing you will have 

no idea what anyone will think. If the writer 
has some level of integrity, she will always do 

her best work and will eventually discover 
whether others are indifferent, wildly 

enthusiastic or something else altogether. But 
the assumption of the nervous writer engaged
in this doomscript - this omnipotent view - is 
that she has already aggressively provoked or 
hurt someone. Not only that: these 

'neighbours' will retaliate. There will be guilt 
and a terrible conflict, so why bother at all? 

This rigmarole implies that words are 

dangerous - that they can upset, thrill, 
provoke and change lives, which is useful 
knowledge. Good writers are aware that they 

work not for themselves, but to do something 

to a reader: words are powerful magic which 

must evoke strange and terrible worlds. 
 

But what of these 'neighbours'? What are they 

doing in this internal scenario? Will the wrong 

words persuade them to abandon you?  La 

Rochefoucauld describes this fallacy well. 
"That which we call virtue is usually no more 

than a phantom formed by one's passions." 
 

From one point of view, this virtue could be 

called conscience. To put it kindly: here the 

writer is considering others, and how could 

anyone argue with such benevolence?

Nevertheless, conscience is a less effective 

description of what is taking place than the 

notion of the super-ego, an idea Freud 

developed after the First World War, linking 

it to hate, depression, masochism and what 
he called the death instinct. Conscience 

implies concern, if not decency. The notion 

lacks the devilish, if not sadistic dimension 

which the idea of the superego has, where 

the 'good' becomes an obstacle to the truth. 
It is not that the writer has committed a 

crime of speaking, but rather that she is 

already guilty and always will be. 
 

Ultimately this is not a moral question about 
doing harm to others. It  concerns self-harm, 
the enigma of self-persecution and how you 

can begin to fear your own imagination. The 

writer might be a voyeur who likes to exhibit 
herself. This is partly what it means to 

present something to an audience - the wish 

to be known, to inhabit a persona, 
accompanied by a certain shamelessness. 
 

But even as we speak we also wonder, 
according to the logic of the superego, if we 

are more monstrous than we can bear. We 

believe that if we were good we wouldn't 
have aggressive or violent thoughts, 
forgetting that monstrousness is useful in 

art, which, to be effective, has to be pushed 

to an extreme, making the audience tremble. 
Art emerges from what Nietzsche called 

'inner anarchy' and never from so-called 

decency. 
 

A critical faculty, one of judgement, is 

essential. Any artist must be able to look 

over their work with a clear, non-h eye, 
reading it through and dismissing this or 
that, and retaining the other. But the form of 
ferocious super-ego activity which Freud 

noticed is not part of the interesting difficulty 

of the work. It is not part of the struggle all 
artists have with their material and subject. It 
has nothing to do with the engineering of 
art. It is outside it, throttling it before it 
begins, telling the writer that she must 
always produce brilliant work and that she 

cannot make mistakes or endure failure. It is 

only destructive. 
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But why would anyone have such a killing 

machine inside them? For Freud, one of the 

most fascinating and impassable enigmas 

was people's self-destructiveness, their 
masochism and their sadism. Indeed, he 

called the death drive 'mysterious'. And you 

only have to look into the mirror to see it. 
 

The ears have no lids. It is not just the so- 

called mad who hear voices. Who isn't 
possessed by them? The super-ego isn't 
just an obscure psychical function, it is more
like an involuntary voice of command, 
involving a threat which states that if you 

think or do a particular thing, you will be 

punished. And imagined punishments are 

always worse than the real thing.  
 

The super-ego is not only concerned with 

prohibition. It has many faces, for it is also a 

devil of temptation, pushing us to go 

further, to enjoy wildly while telling us that 
we can never have enough pleasure. Like 

capitalism itself, it wants us to consume 

continuously, while leaving us dissatisfied. 
Nevertheless, excess can never be 

excessive enough; we always fail. 
 

Not one of us didn't spend years of our 
young life under the command of others, an 

order of adults which guaranteed our 
safety. It is important not to forget the sheer 
amount of fear all children endure. So the 

origins of this ever-present threat are our 
parents and other authorities, plus the fury 

we felt about their instructions, particularly 

since we imagined they secretly enjoyed 

torturing and mistreating us. 
 

This conjunction resembles the 

creditor\debtor dyad, the paradigmic 

relationship of our age. The creation of 
unpayable debt is a characteristic of the 

super-ego; but, as with fascism, it has to 

promise enjoyment as it works. You get 
hooked on failure since the super-ego is 

always sexualised. It is as if you’re in a 

perverse relationship with yourself, where 

pleasure, as a last resort, is extracted from 

suffering. 
 

This internal social order is a narrow sharia- 

like zone within which disruption and 

unpredictability - speaking or writing freely 

- is continuously punished. It is hard work 

being an oppressed victim of your own 

internal savagery. Parent-like, the super- 
ego appears to provide a form of 
protection, a limit, a boundary to what 
might be experienced as a spiral of endless 

pleasure. But this promise of stability is of 
less use to the adult artist who must work 

with uncertainty, clearing a path for the 

new. You're in a dark forest with just a 

torch. If you know what you're doing, it isn't 
art. 
 

Liberating oneself from self-slavery cannot 
be a permanent achievement.  But good 

things get done, terrors are overcome, guilt 
is borne and these 'persecutors', or self- 
created phantoms, are chased away, at 
least for a while. If we have some intimacy 

with ourselves it is possible to track these 

persecutions and dispute with them. 
 

Knowledge may, on occasion, trump the 

promise of terrible enjoyment. The return 

will be a clear channel of good 

communication between the unconscious 

and the conscious. This is where the work 

is achieved.

But why would
 
                                     anyone 
have such a killing machine 
inside them? 
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Amos Tutuola’s The Palm Wine 
Drinkard is a mind-bending 
novel charting the 
phantasmagorical journey of an 
alcoholic man and his hunt for 
his dead palm-wine tapster. 
Wandering through the land of 
the dead he encounters several 
frightening, supernatural 
beings, including a character 
called the Complete Gentleman, 
who returns body parts to their 
owners, and the terrifying 
Insatiable Hungry Creature. 
Partly a Yoruban folk tale, partly 
the conjuring of a fiendish 
imagination, this devilish book 
befuddled the literary world on 
its arrival. Defying classification, 

it appeared to have created its 
own genre and was acquired by 
T.S Eliot, no less. Published by 
Faber in 1952, it was Tutuola’s 
first novel. 

In the metaphysical world of the 
novel, there are no rigid 
definitions or 
compartmentalisations. The 
plane of the living merges into 
the ancestral domain, then into 
the delicate space of the 
unborn. It is a funny, 
exhilarating, heroic quest where 
the Holy Grail awaits in a gourd 
of palm wine. On my first 
reading of the novel, I was 
struck by how Tutuola presents 

time, as fractured, unending. To 
me this was not only revelatory 
but ingenious; it showed that 
you could enter or present a 
world at any given point. You 
could tell a story from the 
middle, offer a beginning as an 
end. 

Tutuola was also very inventive 
with his language, exemplified 
by his use of ‘drinkard’ instead 
of ‘drunkard’. This immediately 
sets the tone for the topsy turvy 
world the reader is about to 
enter. Tutuola creates the rules 
for this fantastical world; the 
laws of the probable are dashed 
and things turned on their head;



traditional fairy tales, there is no 

happy ending, no omniscient 

voice and no moral reckoning, 

where the character undergoes 

some important personal 

evolution having learned certain 

lessons along the way.

Tree’, where the inside of the 

eponymous tree operates as a 

hotel/hospital with its own 

grand ballroom. 

 

The novel is also comparable to 

the fairy tale but unlike some

the margins become the centre, 

spaces become elastic and 

transformative. He sketches 

details, sometimes sentences 

end abruptly. Things and places 

are defined by their description, 

i.e. ‘The red people in the red 

town’ or ‘The skull as a 

complete gentleman.’ There’s 

reference to a cranium which 

hires body parts, a good suit 

and preens in the market place 

to lure attractive young women. 

It is important to note that 

Tutuola was a forerunner of the 

likes of Gabriel Garcia Marquez, 

Ben Okri and Shahnrnush 

Parsipur, who are lauded for 

employing a style which has 

come to be known as magical 

realism. Tutuola and a few 

others spearheaded this style 

but have never been properly 

credited. 

 

With its use of first-person point 

of view, The Palm Wine Drinkard 

draws heavily on African 

traditions of oral storytelling. 

There is the sense that each 

retelling of the tale would 

mutate particular details, root it 

according to context and  

locality. It’s bizarre and vivid 

descriptions add a depth, a 

texture to the work which 

challenges readers in how they 

respond to it. It’s best not to go 

The Palm Wine Drinkard in the 

hope of finding traditional 

narrative trajectories. All this 

makes the book sound like a 

difficult read. It’s not. Initially 

disconcerting, the reader soon 

becomes accustomed to 

Tutuola’s skewed vision of the 

world. Like the best magicians, 

he has the ability to enchant. 

 

Nothing is quite as it appears on 

first sight. Typical of this 

approach is a scene like ‘The 

Faithful Mother in the White

 

‘drunkard’
instead of‘drinkard’

15



anything in this world.’ There 

are numerous encounters with 

red people, demons, spirits, 

dwarves, giants and other 

elements of African folk tales. 

Tutuola’s style blends the 

ancient and the new and is free 

of western narrative 

conventions and restrictions. 

The drinkard journeying to a 

world where anything is 

possible is an indicator of 

African folklore, as is the 

personification of creatures and 

spirits. The Palm Wine Drinkard 

is significant not only because it 

is a series of fantastic folk tales 

in the form of a novel but also 

because of its unusual use of 

language. ‘Then I changed the 

lady to a kitten and put her 

inside my pocket and changed 

myself to a very small bird.’ It’s 

an odyssey of spectacular 

proportions; winding, endlessly 

strange and hypnotic. 

Embedded in my 

consciousness, I look to it again 

and again for inspiration. It is 

unlike anything I’ve ever read 

and I wish I’d written it. 

ancestors and immortal beings. 

The book certainly illustrates 

this. Apart from occasional 

references to modern life - a 

bomb, say, or a photograph - the 

reader is grounded in the land 

of Tutuola’s ancestors. 

European culture is not present 

at all, the Nigerian Yoruba 

culture is used instead, which is 

wonderful and surprising 

considering Tutuola was 

educated in an Anglican School. 

The Christian God is barely 

given a second thought. 

Instead, bush spirits thrive and 

there are encounters with dead 

babies. 

 

Tutuola’s writing style is 

extraordinary. Descriptions are 

sparse yet striking, images are 

unexpected, a sentence can 

often summarise an entire 

scene. The reader never gets to 

know the protagonist’s real 

name. He refers to himself as 

‘Father of gods who could do 

It does not try to get the reader 

to emotionally ‘identify’. It 

ignores psychological mapping 

and narrative resolutions; all 

elements of the traditional 

western novel. This makes 

sense, considering the drinkard, 

our narrator, imbibes palm wine 

to the point of drunkenness. 

Instead of being ridiculed or 

punished for this behaviour, his 

father hires a tapster to tap the 

two hundered kegs of wine a 

day that the drinkard consumes. 

 

From the beginning, there is no 

judgement in this world. When 

his tapster falls to his death from 

a palm tree, the drinkard sets 

out on a quest to find him in the 

world of the undead. Tutuola 

said he wrote the book to 

honour his ancestors, the way 

they lived. For him there was no 

separation between the 

bush spirits
 thrive 

and there are 

encounters with 

dead babies.
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garlic mayonnaise and hot chili 
sauce. They’re said to be the best 
in Barcelona. The bar is also 

notorious for the rudeness of its 

staff. Chief among them is Enric – 

or ‘Quique’, as he is known. 
Dressed in a short-sleeved white 

shirt and black trousers, his eyes 

and eyebrows slant down at the 

outer edges, which makes him 

look disgruntled and querulous, 
even belligerent, and he limps 

among the tables, his right foot 
sticking out at an odd, loose 

angle to his leg, as if the hinge 

that attaches it to his ankle has 

broken. He doesn’t speak so 

much as growl.

BLACK 
 

Bar Tomas is a long, narrow 

place with fluorescent strip- 

lights on the ceiling, dingy 

brown woodwork and simple 

white formica tables. On the wall 
behind the bar are red string 

baskets stuffed with cloves of 
garlic, and lined up on the shelf 
above are perhaps three dozen 

terracotta wine-jugs, one of 
which is far more risqué than the 

rest. Balled-up paper napkins 

litter the floor. The bar is nearly 

always full, and at weekends 

there is often a queue to get in. 
What draws people are the 

patatas bravas – rough-hewn, 
home-made chips doused in 

WINE
By Rupert Thomson
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now. What’s more, we had 

worked out what ‘Espera’t’ 
meant. It was a rude or familiar 
form of ‘Esperi.’ It meant, simply, 
‘Hold on’, or ‘Wait’. And the 

patatas bravas were as 

irresistible as ever. The way the 

crisp, clumsy wedges of potato 

were so light and fluffy when 

you bit into them. The way the 

chili sauce would always leave 

an orange gleam on your lips 

and chin. Whenever friends or 
family passed through 

Barcelona we would take them 

to Bar Tomas. I’m glad I don’t 
live here, one of Kate’s cousins 

told us as he finished his second 

plate of patatas bravas and 

reached for his beer. I gave him 

a quizzical look, not quite 

understanding what he meant. 
I’d be here all the time, he went 
on. Every night. He paused. I’d 

be twice the size I am now. 
 

In April 2008, my eighth novel, 
Death of a Murderer, came out 
in Spanish. The publication 

more or less coincided with Sant 
Jordi – St George’s Day – St 
George being the patron saint of 
Catalunya as well as of England. 
On that day, men give women a 

red rose. Alongside the rose is 

an ear of wheat, the two 

arranged side by side to signify 

beauty and hard work. Women 

give men a book. Somewhere 

between one and two million 

books are sold on that day 

alone. 
 

 

" "

bravas. You probably wouldn’t 
know the difference anyway. 
Foreigners. Jesus. 
 

We lived only a few hundred 

yards away from the bar, in a 

small eighteenth-century house 

that had once been a match 

factory. Turning the corner into 

Carrer d’Ivorra, we passed along 

the bar’s side-wall. Through a 

small window covered with a 

metal grille I saw into the 

kitchen, where a middle-aged 

woman in an apron sat on a low 

stool, peeling potatoes. As we 

walked home that evening, the 

narrow street lit by dim yellow 

lamps, the sky above a warm 

dark-blue, I found that I was 

smiling. I knew that I would go 

back to Bar Tomas, and that I 
would keep going back, no 

matter how I was treated, and 

that perhaps, in the end, 
something would change.  
 

It took about three years. 
 

I didn’t go to Bar Tomas every 

week, but I went consistently 

over a long enough period to let 
Quique and the other waiters 

know that I wasn’t a tourist. 
Clearly I lived in Barcelona and, 
more to the point, I was 

probably a local too. The 

months went by, and Quique 

didn’t become any less rude – 

he still managed to bang Kate’s 

shandy down so hard that it 
slopped over the table – but at 
least we were ready for him 

The first time I went to Bar 
Tomas, in 2005, I was with my 

wife, Kate. We sat there for 
fifteen minutes. Nothing 

happened. When Kate held up a 

hand, trying to attract Quique’s 

attention, he glared at her. 
‘Espera’t,’ he growled. 
Back then, we had little Spanish 

and almost no Catalan, and 

couldn’t always tell which 

language was being spoken. 
Kate was sure that Quique had 

said ‘perra’, which she took to 

be the feminine form of ‘perro’, 
or ‘dog’. In other words, she 

thought he was calling her a 

bitch. 
 

‘Well,’ I said hopefully, already 

somewhat taken with Quique 

and determined to give him the 

benefit of the doubt, ‘I’m sure he 

meant it in a friendly way.’ 
Kate was not convinced. 
Eventually, Quique limped over 
and stood at my shoulder with a 

notepad. ‘Que vol?’ he barked. 
What do you want? 

‘Two patatas bravas,’ I said, ‘a 

white wine and a shandy.’ 
‘No!’ Quique said. 
‘No?’ I flushed. 
‘No hi ha vin blanc. Només 

negre.’ We don’t have white 

wine. Only black. 
‘Oh, OK,’ I said. ‘A black wine, 
then, please. And a shandy.’ 
Quique lurched away towards 

the bar, shouting as he went.   
‘I’m not coming here again,’ 
Kate said as he flung our plates 

of patatas bravas across the 

table a few minutes later. 
‘That’s exactly how he wants us 

to react,’ I said. ‘He’s testing us.’ 
 

There was an element of 
theatricality to Quique’s 

rudeness that amounted to a 

challenge. We make the best 
patatas bravas in the city, he 

was saying, and if you want the 

best you’ll just have to put up 

with us. We don’t care if you 

don’t come back. We don’t give 

a monkey’s. You can go 

somewhere else and eat 
someone else’s lousy patatas 

The way the chili sauce 
would always leave an 
orange gleam on your 

lips and chin.
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On the day of Eva’s first holy 

communion, there was a church 

service in Pedralbes and then a 

lunch for twenty-five people in a 

restaurant at the back of the city. 
When all the guests had gone, 
we drove down the hill again, 
into Sarriá. Later, as dusk fell, we 

decided to walk round the 

corner to Bar Tomas. It was 

something we often did at 
seven in the evening, at the end 

of a working day. It had become 

a tradition. 
‘Senyor Thomson,’ Quique 

growled when we pushed 

through the door. ‘Tot bé?’ 

Everything all right? 

I told him that Eva had just 
celebrated her first communion. 
‘Avui?’ he said. Today? 

I nodded. ‘Yes.’ 
He looked at her for a long 

moment, then shook her hand. 
As she smiled up at him, 
something seemed to shift 
inside him, and he solemnly 

leaned down and kissed the top 

of her blonde head.

I asked how far he’d got. 
His eyes crinkled up, and he 

showed me his forefinger and 

thumb, just a crack of light 
separating the two. 
‘One patatas bravas, please,’ I 
said, ‘and a glass of black wine.’ 
It took Quique almost a year to 

finish my novel. He told me that 
he could only read on 

Wednesdays, when the bar was 

closed, though even 

Wednesdays were difficult, he 

added – a real pain, in fact – 

because he had to spend them 

with his wife. By then, though, 
he had begun to call me ‘Senyor 
Thomson’, and he would always 

shake my hand whenever I 
appeared, and sometimes he 

even gave me a free glass of 
wine or an extra plate of patatas 

bravas. I couldn’t help smiling as 

I watched him limp through the 

bar, snarling at all the people he 

didn’t know. It was like being in 

the calm waters inside a reef, 
shielded from the dangers of the 

open sea.   
 

Not long after San Jordi, I 
inscribed a copy of my novel in 

Catalan – To Bar Tomas – the 

most delicious patatas bravas in 

the world, and the most 
flamboyant waiters – and then 

my daughter, Eva, and I set off 
for the bar. When we arrived, 
Eva presented Quique with the 

book. 
‘És per Sant Jordi?’ he growled. 
It’s for San Jordi? 

I nodded. ‘And it’s not just any 

book,’ I told him. ‘It’s my book. I 
wrote it.’ 
He looked at the inscription and 

grunted and then placed the 

book on a shelf behind the bar. 
The next time I went to Bar 
Tomas, some two weeks later, 
Quique swung round as I 
walked in and to my great 
astonishment he reached out 
and shook my hand. This was 

the moment of acceptance that I 
had dreamed of, and I laughed 

with sheer pleasure. 
‘Senyor Thomson,’ he said in his 

usual growl, ‘estic llegint el seu 

libre.’ Mr Thomson, I’m reading 

your book. 
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I am enormous; a pink camellia, flush on flush 

of anger staining my cheeks. I take 

vengeance on an empty flowerpot, hurling it 
against their cottage wall, a cascade of 
terracotta shattering across the courtyard. 
She is inside, his mother, warm and laughing 

through the walls, shutting me out, keeping 

me distant with her hostile smile. I scream; 

howling at the starless dusk. My banshee wail 
echoes around the hills, startling the sheep. I 
wish they were rabid; demonic, woolly clots 

weeviling across the valley to feast on my 

bones. It is suffocating here; a Sunday-best- 
dressed toy town. Slumping against the 

courtyard’s low wall, I half expect a fat 
toddler-fist to reach down from the heavens, 
plucking me up, wrenching my limbs, gaga 

eyes swaying side to side.  

OFF THE E
D
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“Promise. Promise we’ll go 

somewhere new?” 

Tom’s sigh rumbles in his chest. 

I know his brow is creased, lips a 

thin line of resign. He kisses the 

top of my head. 

“I promise.” 

 

 

 

February 1960 

 

 

This morning I was sick; 

violently, vomiting up my 

oatmeal. I take a walk across the 

desolate Devonshire moorland, 

drifting like a Greek tragedy 

amongst scrubby heather and 

moss covered boulders fixed in 

the landscape. Tom has been 

acting queerly. Perhaps it is the 

turning of the seasons. Although 

winter was bitter, I do not 

welcome the thawing spring. I 

long for autumn, when the 

world turns golden with decay. 

 

Returning from my walk, I find 

Tom uprooting a patch of grass 

in our vast back yard with a 

pitchfork.   

“What are you doing?” I ask 

noting smears of mud across his 

jacket – my Christmas gift 

sourced from Harvey’s 

Department Store. Made of 

green waterproof Nylon, it is a 

distinct upgrade from his 

tattered cotton rags. 

“Digging a vegetable patch. 

We’ll put cabbages here,” he 

gestures with his trident. 

“Carrots there and perhaps 

potatoes…Where’ve you been?” 

“Walking.” Tom is intent on self- 

sufficiency. Relying on Nature’s 

goodwill he believes we can 

make a fortune selling apples 

from our small, shivering 

orchard at local markets. I am 

less certain she will provide. 

“How wonderful.” I hope my 

insincerity is less obvious to him. 

 

  

says you can borrow it while we 

stay here.” Tom tries to defuse 

my anger. 

“No. It would be improper. It was 

made for her and it wouldn’t fit 

anyway.” Tom’s older sister is 

slighter than I, her legs not so 

monstrously long. 

“Mother would make you one if 

you asked.” 

I shake my head, “She doesn’t 

want to. I don’t deserve one.” 

The cigarette scroll has burnt 

down, a pyramid of ash heaped 

on my skirt, the smouldering 

end tantalisingly close to my 

skin. 

“Yes you do.” Tom bats the stub 

from my fingers; I watch it kindle 

to nothing in the dirt. 

“I can’t breathe here anymore. I 

need to go home.” 

“Doctor Becker said the fresh 

air’s good for you.” There is a 

twitch of irritation in his voice. 

He has no right to be angry. He 

is the one who brought me here; 

he is the one who won’t take me 

back. 

“I want to go home.” I push him 

away, standing up, stalking 

across the courtyard. 

“No Cee, it’s too soon, the 

doctor said, it’s too soon after 

losing the baby.” I ice over, 

immobilised by his words. An 

owl hoots longly, dragging me 

down its dark tunnel of ooo. My 

legs concertina and I fall like a 

trench soldier in this 

Nomansland. 

“You can get better here,” Tom 

whispers. He doesn’t help me 

up. The terms of my release from 

the psychiatric unit stipulate 

that I take time to recuperate. 

“Can’t we go away? On 

vacation?  Back to Spain?” 

Anything, any place but here 

with her. 

“You hated Spain.” 

“Not as much as I hate it here.” I 

begin to sob. Tom pulls me up 

like a puppet, letting me rag-doll 

against his chest. The rough 

wool of his sweatshirt scratches. 

“Come back inside, Celia.” He 

rakes his fingers through my 

platinum hair. 

 

I feel along the cobbled wall, 

searching for the loose stone 

that conceals my father-in-law’s 

tobacco stash. I flip open the 

matchbook, grazing my thumb 

across the striking strip. Taking 

a small newspaper oblong from 

the book, I fold it boat-shaped 

around my finger, pinching out 

earthy flakes, nesting them in 

the print. An old village 

chronical is supposedly the best 

thing to use. Having owned the 

local tobacconists’ when Tom 

was a boy, my father-in-law 

should know. I glance up at the 

cottage. They’re in there now, 

my husband and his father. 

They are with her. Tom will be 

placating, comforting, telling her 

that I’m sick, that I didn’t mean 

to yell, it’s a side effect of my 

pills. She is a smotherer – nearly 

as bad as my own dear mother, 

coddled in her rocker across the 

Atlantic. Messily, I roll the 

cigarette – the English way, I’m 

told – scraping match to spark 

and lighting the end, setting the 

printed village aflame. I feel 

infinite, an amber glow between 

my fingertips. I hold the sun.  

 

The front door opens. Tom 

walks into the courtyard, statue- 

huge, looking out to the valley, 

inhaling all my air. 

“You’re smoking,” he states. 

“You don’t smoke.” 

“It has been known.”  I raise the 

cigarette to my lips in defiance, 

inhaling sharply. I long to blow 

smoke rings like an old Red 

Indian chief, sending a signal 

back to London: save me, save 

me from here, from her. I retch. 

He is satisfied.   

“She didn’t mean to upset you, 

Cee.” His broad Yorkshire 

shoulder settles beside mine as 

he sits against the wall. It is 

almost dark. 

“Why won’t she love me?” I ask. 

“It was only a dressing gown.” 

Tom drops a rough, giant’s 

hand on my knee. The dressing 

gown: mauve and motherly- 

stitched, she made one for her 

daughter but not for me. “Olivia 
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with pinking-sheared leaves. 

They came marching over the 

hill, a battalion of faceless 

beekeeper moon suits. 

Unprovoked, they attacked. 

Shredding my leaves, stamping 

them to the dirt in a voodoo- 

hoodoo tribal dance; their 

hands morphed to scythes to 

sever my limbs, poker-hot- 

pitchforks scorching at the roots 

until I sizzled to my fingertips 

and timbered with a magnificent 

shriek to the ground. 

 

 

 

Swaddled in Tom’s raincoat, I 

footslog the country lanes.  He 

offered to drive me on his way 

out of town but I decided to 

walk. It is surprisingly bright. 

Wild coronilla freckle the 

hedgerow in a scream of canary 

petals. Passing the church I long 

to circumvent the scheduled 

meeting, spending the time 

drifting around St Peter’s 

graveyard, talking to the 

tombstones. The dirt track scuffs 

a dry film of dust over my shoes. 

I only cleaned them this 

morning. 

 

The Bee Keepers’ Association 

gathers monthly in the Town 

Hall, tucked neatly beside the 

post office, with grey-shingled 

roof. I stand diminutive outside 

the stone building, looking in 

through the window at the 

swarm. Women in village-fete- 

florals drink tea, pecking at 

plates of scones laid out on a 

table with amber jars of honey. I 

spy the chiffon-scarfed vicar’s 

wife, a nurse from the local 

surgery, the newsagent clacking 

a sharpened pencil against his 

wooden clipboard. I fear it might 

snap. A man with sausagey 

fingers gesticulates, telling a 

story to the greengrocer, 

crumbs spraying from his lips to 

cover his cardigan. They are all 

grotesque. 

 

 

undulation of nausea flips my 

stomach. Tom guides me across 

the grass, my slippered feet 

moistening in the morning dew. 

We stop. Tom releases my hand. 

“You can look now.” I open my 

eyes to a white wooden 

beehive. Waist-high, it is pristine.

When my father was alive he 

studied bees. I place my hands 

on the box. I could play God: 

lifting the lid, releasing the 

swarm to pepper the silver sky. 

Instead, I press my cheek to the 

wood, ear honing in on their 

unfathomable chant. Resuming 

an upright position, I gaze at my 

box of Pandora-demons. 

“It’s a bee hive Cee." 

“Yes.” I reply. “Yes it is.” My 

father used to keep bees. He 

was a scientist; a genius until an 

infection took is left leg and then

his life. To tend bees you have to

feel fearless. That is what he 

expects from me. 

“You can go to the Beekeepers’ 

Association when I’m at the BBC 

next week, get away from the 

house, meet people.” I’m always 

uneasy when Tom travels to 

London to radio-record his 

plays. I can never be certain who

he is with, what he is doing. He 

tells me he meets with friends, 

attends a writers’ society we 

both used to belong to; they 

tolerated me, for him. I no longer 

wish to listen to their professed 

ramblings, can no longer accept 

their pity: poor Celia, barren as 

Hiroshima ash. But neither do I 

want to wax on a face for the 

beekeepers, exposing myself to 

their stings. 

 

 

 

It is late; damp, black apart from 

the moon’s truckle of plutonium 

cheese. I sit in the yard under 

the paternal hugeness of our 

elm tree. The Beekeepers’ 

Association looms. Tomorrow 

afternoon, one o’clock. I can’t 

sleep. I had a dream: I was a tree:

thick artery trunked, feeding a 

thousand capillary branches; 

green and healthy 

 

In the afternoon I return to 

decorating. Making this house 

mine has been a challenge but it 

is almost complete. Here I 

cannot use red. It is too violent. 

Too destructive for this home. In 

our London flat, I had a room of 

red: walls, carpet, curtains. It is 

now rented to near strangers; an 

odd couple: she with a Jewish 

nose not dissimilar to my own, 

and he emu-necked but small in 

stature. I take long bladed 

scissors, shearing through 

swathes of wallpaper. I think I 

may almost be happy. 

 

 

 

I hear voices in the yard. 

 Abandoning the cushion I had 

been upholstering with fabric 

Mother sent from America, I peer 

through the window. Tom is 

speaking to a narrow-lapelled 

man. With an attaché briefcase, 

he is incongruous amongst the 

compost and gardening tools. 

As they shake hands, fear slicks 

through me. Is he a doctor? 

What if Tom’s sending me back 

to have the madness zapped 

out? I feel the viper wires fanged 

to my forehead, frazzling me to 

Medusa paralysis. I will not let it 

happen again, I would sooner 

die. 

 

It is almost dark when Tom 

comes in. When not at his 

writing desk, the garden is his 

second home. 

“Who was that man?” I ladle 

stew from an earthenware pot. 

“No one,” he says, sitting at the 

table, picking dirt from his 

fingernails. “It’s a surprise.” I 

bang his supper on the table 

and go to bed. He knows I 

despise surprises. 

 

 

 

It arrives when I’m washing the 

breakfast dishes. 

“Come on Cee.” Tom drags me 

out through backdoor into the 

yard. 

“Close your eyes.” An 
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The tower clock opposite strikes down the minutes, my 

executioner signalling the meeting’s start with a one 

o’clock chime. I stare down the black door, curling my 

fingers around the finial iron handle. I take my last breath, 
stepping off the edge.
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poetry note from the 

In her memoir, Clothes, Clothes, Clothes, Music, Music, Music, Boys, Boys, Boys, Viv Albertine, formerly 

of The Slits, writes, ‘Language is important: it shapes minds, it can include, exclude, incite, hurt and 

destroy. If language isn’t powerful, why not call your teacher a cunt?’ 

 

I couldn’t resist quoting this recently when discussing the importance of language with a group of 

aspiring writers. I wondered how many of them might be tempted to test the theory out on me, there 

and then. And, if they did, whether or not I would be insulted. Context is everything, of course, and, 

besides, the creative space is one in which, it could be argued, writers should feel free to use and 

interrogate words that may cause offence. In this case, they didn’t, but it served as a reminder to me 

that, as Viv Albertine says, language has power. Many use that power wisely, many don’t. Often, those 

who use it wisely lack a platform from which to share their ideas, whereas those who use it unwisely 

are usually the most vocal and visible in society. Such is the contrary nature of life. And social media. 

 

There is a long history of censorship in writing, but it’s not always at the point of publication. Many 

voices are silent because they are conditioned to accept their place as listeners, while the self- 

appointed ‘influencers’ set the agenda to benefit themselves and those who look, act, think and 

sound like them. Or, perhaps even worse, they presume to tell other people’s stories for them. The 

Colverstone Review was set up with the express intention of redressing this imbalance by creating 

space for writers whose voices continue to be ignored by the mainstream. The poets selected for this 

issue choose and use their words with care, integrity, wit, imagination and great power. Far from being 

silent, they insist on being heard.  

 

Audre Lorde, who described herself as ‘Black, lesbian, mother, warrior, poet,’ wrote eloquently and 

influentially about the ‘transformation of silence into language and action.’ When poets break the 

silence with carefully chosen words that matter I feel especially compelled to listen because poetry is 

not always given the space, status and credit it deserves. And yet now, more than ever, the world 

needs wise and powerful words. The world needs poets. 

 

 

Kass Boucher 

 

Poetry Editor 

Editor
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Louisa 
Adjoa 
Parker

Some family do not share your blood. 

I’ve often thought this, but on this sun-baked 

morning in a Devon town I call my home, it’s known. 

I’ve woken in a house I used to sleep in 

 

 

 

 

thirty years ago – the sitting room with yellow 

walls, skirting licked with moss-green paint. 

The bath’s moved closer to the door, 

as though it’s trying to escape. Round paper 

 

 

 

 

lampshades hang from ceilings, as they 

always have. The skin under my friend’s eyes 

is white and, although she’s tired, she’s beautiful 

in coral dress and Birkenstocks. Her mum’s 

 

 

 

 

thin as a bird; hasn’t felt like eating since 

her husband died. Her spine bends 

towards the earth, her feet and toes are purple. 

In my friend’s old bedroom I remember 

 

 

 

 

how us girls would sleep through mornings 

in this room, which was yellow as a sunflower then, 

and I understand that though life is like the river Dart – 

cold water flowing seawards, its twists and turns, 

 

 

 

the way it swells and shrinks, sometimes threatens 

to erode you –  and most things change, 

for now, on this August morning, 

some things have stayed the same. 
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She wears her lover’s name inked 
into the pale skin above a nub of spine –   
 
Dean in curling letters, ink blue as jays, 
in old font, as though a scholar 
 
from antique days dipped a quill 
into his well, scratched words into her skin. 
 
Her hair is pinned into a bun, exposing 
the soft nape of her neck, black grips criss-cross 
 
through her hair. Her mates – all knee-slashed jeans 
and Nike trainers – told her, You’ll regret it 
 
when you’re old, faces scrunched into concern, 
heads cocked like a row of tiny birds. 
 
But she, sixteen, belief in him stretching 
from the roots of her, knew their love 
 
would never fade or fall right off the page. 
She bore the tattooist’s needles bravely, 
 
head dipped low, chin resting on her chest. 
It was my idea, she’d say, and blush, 
 
remembering how he’d swept his hand 
over that piece of unmarked skin, say, A tat 
 
would look good here babe, as though it was a patch 
of unclaimed, scrubby earth he had plans to develop. 
 
No matter how she’d twist her neck, or use two mirrors, 
she couldn’t see it fully. Dean took photos on his phone 
 
when the scabs fell from her skin, revealing how 
she was marked as his – an inky love-bite, swirled in blue. 
 
He’d kiss the letters, as though it was himself 
he loved, not her. One day, other men will pull elastic 
 
from her bun, watch hair fall to her shoulders, 
suggest she wears her hair unpinned. 
 

Louisa 

Adjoa 

Parker

Unclaimed
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as protagonists encumbered by their role 

chain smoking the innards of a living room 

parish, decades with arms rejecting fragility 

lifting pints up to their first confessional box, 

 

before we were men we would study the contours 

of broken furniture, heed how the commands 

of our fathers would curdle when fumed with a cruel logic, 

we were boys then standing beneath them like detritus 

 

picking from their petulance ways to parrot their alpha, 

chessmen intimidating oblivion with a pair of slippers on, 

dreading another staircase war drum, the generals 

we were unable to hold because of their shell-shocked 

 

Jesus, father, I am able to fit my childhood into a fist, 

equally, I am able to build a palace with arrowheads,   

you declared how there are only two types of people 

winners and losers, though you forgot the witness child, 

 

the belt, the shoe, the iron of each acrid cigarette   

but you stayed, as the chase in those basic cartoons, 

now there is no more smoke leaving you, your ashtray a relic, 

at this age father, we must say aloud the words we need most. 

How
the

will 
their

fathers
remember

men
Anthony 

Anaxagorou
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        shake where no hand comes to steady me. Nothing to become. I can’t be polite to chuggers anymore. 
 
Keeping it all inside me like a map. The mole on the back of my neck has grown another black hair. 
 
Around the house plants perdure, dry as croissants. Limescale around each faucet like a robe. I try 
 
making myself up. Try taking the dirty nappies out. Wiping down the condiment shelf. Descaling the 
 
kettle. Diver with meconium on the lungs. The dog upstairs pacing the floor like it’s forgotten its 
 
routine.   
 
 
You’ve been up all night. Between his crying, the sirens and the other side I feel impossible. It’s 
 
nearly next week and he’s still going. In hospital you lay beside him as if you leased the insides of a 
 
burnt yellow. The worst thing about life is how suffering outlives us. There’s not much you wish to 
 
give anything to and I feel underwhelming, a sandbag. In the car I broke down at the end of a radio 
 
ad. Something about life insurance. A parking attendant taps on the window pointing to his watch. For 
 
the next two miles I jump every red light.  
 

Life Insurance
Anthony 

Anaxagorou
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Come on, and move back west with me. 

The bright girls from the valleys will say 

they can’t hear the difference in English accents, 

I won’t know if they are lying, but I will laugh. 

Maybe in Cymru we can match – until I split myself 

down an unforgettable seam to show them 

coal dust in my lungs, blackened blood matching theirs, 

the threat of a red brick still hanging in the air. 

England forces itself between each of us 

and you cannot live in the present 

Emily 
Cotterill

Remember the root of my 
not quite white enough adult tooth, 

pulled massive from my tiny mouth and 
with red blood clinging to the place 

where bone broke gum. They pressed it 
into my open palm like nothing. 

 
Who gave the other piece of your left leg to you? 

Did you wake on a stranger’s bed in sight 
of that annexed semi-limb? Surely doctors 

cannot push pieces of the living into bins where later, 
that born-white, aged-dyed bone is locked 

in the jaws of a rummaging fox 
and seizing its moment, 

runs. 

The Other Piece of Your Left Leg

At Least Not in Wales 
after R.S. Thomas
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Inside you, I wore my best weedkiller, 
turfed out the grass replacement man 
with a tool I’d reclaimed from Grandad’s idioms  
– ‘shit moves at the speed of a shovel’.  
I tore up cable reruns and your inability to close doors 
without slamming. I took the coat coke, snowcapped 
a mountain. Thread the space wool from your nostrils 
into a homecoming jumper. I told your breasts 
I’m sorry for my past friend’s comments. 
Gave ketamine to the horses cribbing in your arteries 
even though it will backfire. A hologram of the burned-down 
pier restructures and your favourite music is played there. 
You have a beachside coffin that opens on your birthday  
and it is always your birthday. 
That’s the only light I’ve seen in your face - 
recognition of that day’s occurrence. You’re alive, still. 
I took out your racism, innate and shaped like mine,  
a balding, coastline-faced, union-jack-vested man,  
with a foghorn brain, estate the size of Kent, 
properties of noxious gas. 
I put goldfish back in the pool. 
Left basic advice tapes. 
‘Sharp objects have less causation theory’. 
 
Outside of the body, you had made a canyon of the world.  
You were birthing yourself out from the automated  
triceratops, whose childhood calls were premonition gunshots. 
Amphetamines rained around you, a swarm of blood wasps. 
You lapped at them like piñata candy, 
trying to escape the vastness of erased space. 
Dreaming through me like the mystery of rainbows, 
I gripped every injury I could never, will never prevent, 
in my stupid, sunburnt husk. Still, 
even at the chance of living in something ancient, 
you found what is replicated, factoried it into inhalants. 
I failed to let go, again. 

Antosh 

Wojcik

A Stoner’s 
Autopsy 
of the 
Automated 
Dinosaur
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the lawn aches so I submerge the tricycle 
mum wants it replaced with something that won’t breathe 
 
a crying man missing my sister installs the nu-grass 
we dig up the previous animals, bones in shoeboxes 
 
fossilised pornography lives here too, hands pulling  
disembodied flanks inwards in the still 
 
can’t answer why this exists here 
that I bury my harms and lusts 
 
in the lawn like a rat leaves its shit 
that porn lived like overgrown canines 
 
in the lawn’s mouth, and now the lawn 
is being scalped for its suffering 
 
maybe I’ll come pray here with my colonial DNA 
knees down, I’ll think about everyone shot 
 
and accept responsibility 
 

Antosh 

Wojcik

A lawn ache
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