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I dedicate this book to my grandmother, Emahoy Tachawutie Tekaligne
(Etatey), whose life symbolised the real Ethiopia.
And to my dear late friend, Eskedar Almaw, whose unwavering

kindness, activism and hope never escapes my memory.
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A1 £99 aome /| Welcome

I offer you my life - wind, fire and water - told here through poetry and
prose, in Amharic and English.

According to indigenous Ethiopian philosophy, humans have
seven characteristics that belong to their bodies and souls. Our flesh is
embodied by wind, fire, water and soil. Our souls consist of language,
knowledge and immortality.

Our being mirrors the world we inhabit. It is said the world is made
by the four forces of the body: the soil which lies on water, the water on
fire, and the fire on wind. Wind is the core, holding everything. Wind is
special, associated with childhood. Young adults are fire, mature adults
are water, and the elderly are soil.

I am in the water stage. The freedom of wind and the energy of fire
still blaze within me sometimes, though increasingly I feel the weariness
of soil approaching. I hope, when soil comes for me, I will feel more
settled.

The connection between humans and the natural world is tied into
everything, even our God. In Ge'ez, the ancient Ethiopian liturgical
language still used today, God’s name is Egziabher (ATHA (). It is
created from two words: Egzia, ATH.A (Lord, divine) and Bher, (1dwC
(country, place). Ethiopian Christianity is indigenous, truly African.
We were the second country in the world to become Christian, around
300AD. Our bible has the largest number of books in the world; our
spiritual books about saints and holy people are immeasurable. As the
name Egziabher suggests, it is a faith rooted in place. It is based on love

towards others, where sin’ is not a word used to punish or demonise
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people, but a concept that describes moments where we fail to love each

other. Egziabher is a different deity to the Christian God of other places;

most references to God in this book shall use His Ethiopian name.
From ancient roots, I was birthed. From ancient roots, I was torn.

This is my story.
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HG(+ A4L17 / O Rain Please Make Me Grow
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O rain of the heavens that descend from above

pure, untouched by soil, unburdened by dirt

before you reach this spoiled world

before you lick soil and stone, and pour down
on this country

before you wash the tears of the mountains
and the cries of the gorges

into the ocean

before the sun burns them

and they return to the sky

with pure droplets unconscious of beauty or
colour

with the gift of heaven that does not know
distinction

please hit this head of mine which is full of
dirt.

O rain please make me grow.



“tét Tl | Teret Teret

5 0LTF h(1%F ALNte:
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2087 ANA7YE
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ANTNC &4 AAMM N AY+:
AANS Ot AANT PPYe
R IAN L2
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‘@ A@PAY QAU TPE MPPTT:
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A%y A10% AmUY ALPT:
&N A1OE AmUU APA™ =
hehe® A0 Amuy hEC™ =
hPosN Ka0E Amu-u 118C7:

in the evening when the cattle returned home

when the sky and the earth were brushed by
twilight

we sat at the cliff wearing our gabi

and you said feret teret!

with excitement I said yemeseret!

so you spoke once upon a time...

we looked like two stars sitting around the

moon

the grandeur of Lion, the treachery of Hyena
the courage of Tiger, the smartness of Ape
the endurance of Ox, the innocence of Sheep
when you told me teret teret

nearby mountains that held up the sky
faraway villages that lit small fires

became our friends and joined

listening to the wind that carried your tale

when you finished you said enkokilish!

I said minawuklish, so you asked the riddle
I failed to answer

you demanded countries

from the North, I picked Adwa

from the South, I picked Awasa
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‘ANNAY -
‘W7 AN 10+ hPE, TR mM

AAMUY UG &OP apA (T AFPN'E

0990t M@V &8 ATGICE
AT A4 AAMURY UTGE
ONRISPATIY &F 1A% A14.64.CF
Pa9,Aa0% e &N 401G

Hé 1008 P&(:
A& ATCT
AP 10992 hPhNT &HPAT

from the East, I picked Harar
from the West, I picked Gondar
you asked for Lalibela

I told you, that's my heart

it cannot depart from me

I gave you countries

now give me the answer

as you finished the riddle

I laughed exceedingly

till those who heard me felt jealous

LPPm ALNT° (5N TICLPA today I live in the land of others

haeLre h9Pc hdt e behold my stars are dim, covered with smoke
Féhv PA@P L9 LCHNT = in a pile of cement, among the noise of metals
(LPT9P (LT 9Pe your story cannot find a place to rest

ALY Féit - and yet still to my son, I say

TNt Al D9 teret teret!
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$.6.0 AA.NA / Saint Lalibela

PHY Q@ &9k - h&MO8 &Gt - this man - his will is stronger than stone
KB APA: in his hands
Pt @ A - W18 NBA Al - the hearts of mountains hatch
A\ VA like sprouts popping open
H& N9920%PANT - hAdk TA AL - no tree grows
717 Thi yet he plants a garden
in the rock
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A%t / My Childhood

AL T ABhe
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My childhood

my childhood

I am the wind

hiding like a mongoose in the cave
running like a rabbit in the bush
skipping like a calf in the field
jumping like an ape in the trees
up cliffs and flinging myself off
in cardboard helicopters

oh my childhood

the winds are the soles of my feet

sitting is my death.

Running up the mountain
standing on the top

whip crack thunder with my stick
chase the echo down

crossing rivers

collecting fruits

eating sprouts

drinking springs

singing is my childhood

silence is my death.



@L avQPA M) MO:
ahh ahh P G4 D=
AQ9° Nfhé PAQ
ANAA &Y PRHCOT
PeuI9gP Qe 4t DT
POt Ot Avdy:
W18 PEP tapAhFTE
738 AL UG (F1TE
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K18a092° ¢4 (10N

K& AL A (AT

Po90+9°4t epenink
140 10C A8OEE
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6
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0@ AL AgRLIRCE
G6hLi-

hhtoio- ANNL:
hanan +7%%:

hao +hel o7E:
AHOY 1R AAOTEE
Jattlabas velsdalon

¢Ph 1P A0ERhG:E
6L

(st hCate™s taaes:
hOhF @ PA $09:
DA, TICLT° B9
MmOk apAkht aova:

My cow Meskela

I scratch her neck

as she licks my face

takes the mites from my hair
with her rough tongue

she sees me like her calf
offers me her milk

while she grazes in the field
I open my notebook

I teach her

in Geez like a learned priest
in English like a tourist guide
I shout like the wind

silence is my death.

[ run

to a nearby school

invade the classroom

snatch chalk from the teacher
scribble on the board

then flee

[ run

to the town centre

to a public meeting

of revolutionaries

a man hoists me onto his shoulders.
raise your fists!

repeat after me!

I lead the chat, call the slogans
then flee

Irun

to the church

140 - WIND -



tAcehich T&79719% 2 invade the caves of hermits

T6bb:- I praise Mary
A1819 LT quick pitter-patter between angels
780 Af P AT T then flee
A& k16 hb: to my home
Pl OCIEe my childhood has no boundaries
140 10C 777 my untamed footsteps

Iam a child

I am the wind.
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Wind Reflection 1: Pitter-Patter between Angels

I ran, full pelt, through complete darkness. The soles of my feet raced
like the wind, soaring through a tunnel deep in the earth where the
sun couldn’t reach. I pushed myself as fast as I could, anticipating the
moment when light would find me. Then, it came: a pinprick of white.
The tiniest dot. It grew as I ran, until the red rock walls of the tunnel
grew out of the dark. The tunnel’s exit was now visible, an opening from
the underground labyrinth. Behind me, laughter followed. I was being
chased, my friends at my back. We emerged from the tunnel into the
blinding light of the courtyard of Bete Merkoriwos, a nine-hundred-
year-old church carved out of a mountain.

A bahtawi emerged from one of the small caves beside the church.
The bahtawi are hermits, spiritual men and women who live completely
separate from society. They live in caves and forests, eating a meagre
handful of chickpeas per day, and only emerge and speak to people when
they are given messages from Egziabher. This man had long hair, large
prayer beads made of wood and shabby clothes.

My friends and I froze as he approached. He bent down to us and
pointed at the church.

‘What do you see?’

‘We see the church, we replied at once.

‘Do you see anything else?’

We shook our heads.

He beckoned us closer, and then said quietly, “You may not see them,
but there are angels right there. They worked with Saint Lalibela when he
built the churches. They don’t die or go hungry. They live here because

740 - WIND -



this is Heaven. During mass, you can feel them falling before the altar.
They’re guardians of this whole place’

My friends and I glanced around. We saw nothing, but the air
changed.

The bahtawi continued, his voice soft and kind. “They do not like
much noise. They want you to be like them. To come here, to listen, and
gain blessings’

We nodded rapidly, eager that he should see we understood. He then
stepped back and disappeared into the caves.

We tiptoed carefully up to the church, and then competed with one
another over who could make the most sigdet, a form of prayer where
one repeatedly bows low to touch their head to the ground. We got our
blessings, found the tunnels and then... we ran! Again through the
darkness, through the rock warren full of holy people. Knowing we now
shared the churches with angels, we tried to run on our toes, moving
quickly but quietly with respect. When we got too fast, our laughter
escaping as we tore around the tunnel’s bends, we assured each other
that it was okay. The angels were probably inside the churches by the
Tabots, the sacred replicas of the Ark of the Covenant that sit in every
Ethiopian Orthodox church. Yet we felt the wind as we ran, like gusts
from feathered wings.

This was my playground.

This was my home.

It still is, even as I live so very far away.

%%

Lalibela. Home. The place of my birth. It is an ancient holy town in rural
Ethiopia. I was born at a time when the traditional monarchical system
was overthrown by a military power known as the Derg. I was called
Yirga, which loosely means ‘let it be stable. My name was a wish for
calm, a hope that the world would settle around us. But I never knew

stability was needed. The world was beautiful and I was free.
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So little of Lalibela is level. Even the fields slope up and down like
waves. Long ago, rock sprung out of the ground and mountains erupted
from parallel plains, carrying greenery and life. From this rock, my
ancestors sliced into the earth and carved eleven churches, mighty feats
of architecture and faith cut from single pieces of stone. The Lalibela
churches were crafted in the twelfth century as testaments to our long-
held faith. Nearby, there are many other smaller churches, some dating
back to the sixth century, each carved out of mountains and rocks.

Here is where I grew, on the body of mountains. Our house, a
circular hut made entirely by my father’s hands, nestled at the foot of
Zayit Woyira, Mount Olive. It was a simple house of wood, grass and
mud. Ethiopia imported one thing from Australia: eucalyptus. My father
used the wood to build our home. The roof he made from a long, strong
grass called sembalet. Sometimes, part of the inside of the house was
painted with ebbet, cow dung. The excreta of herbivores, cows and oxen
were not regarded as dirty. Before I can even remember, I learnt how to
collect it, dry it in the sun and use it as a fuel.

We kept animals, first ten sheep and later two cows. Our most beloved
cow, Meskela, was named for the beautiful cross on her forehead. She
loved my mother, the only person she allowed to milk her. Whenever
she heard my mother’s voice, she came running. She was affectionate
to me too. Whenever I scratched her neck, she licked my hair like a cat
grooming its kitten.

The mountains, the churches, the fields and the grass: they were all
mine. I could run to any house, go to any person, and be given food.
I learnt to cultivate the land from my father. I became a shepherd around
seven years of age, taking Meskela to the field with my friends. The
world was my classroom. In the cool rock churches and out in the fields,
monks and scholars taught me stories of creation, history, philosophy,
mathematics and over two hundred characters from the ancient Ge'ez
Fidel alphabet still used today.

And poetry. They taught me poetry.
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As a child, I was continually exposed to powerful poetry crafted in the
traditional system through the Qine Bet, the House of Poetry. Ethiopia has an
indigenous system of education and scholarship linked to the church, with
bet or ‘houses’ that range from teaching the alphabet all the way through
to complex philosophical and spiritual interpretation. As a child, I received
this traditional education, alongside newly-introduced western education,
until I was around sixteen. In the Qine Bet, I learnt that poetry was not
a skill, but a genuine attempt to connect and communicate all the things
that were bigger and holier than ourselves. One cannot simply describe the
Divine. One cannot simply describe the beauty of the world, the depth of
connection, or the fury of injustice. When words fail, poetry is needed.

So I came to know the world through poetry and stories. From
neighbours, I picked up riddles and rhymes in my native language of
Ambharic, snatching them and adding them to my collection to share with
whoever crossed my path. I stood on a rock above my friends, reciting songs

Id heard from church leaders:

Nitfaker eskenimewut hale hale luya! Let us love each other till we die.
Nitfaker eskenimewut hale hale luya! Halle-Hallelujah!
Alem halafi nat kemetselalot. Let us love each other till we die.

Halle-Hallelujah!
For the earth will pass like shadow.

In the same breath, I chanted slogans I'd heard from the Derg:

Esey esey dess maletu! Victory, victory, how sweet!

Keminged laay tezergito metayetu. The sight of a body razed on the street.

Ya mindegna yeehapa kitregna That sly treacherous rebel

bekey shibir temetito sitegna. hit by Red Terror! and sent to the
Esye esey dess maletu! Devil.

Keminged laay tezergito metayetu. Victory, victory, how sweet!

The sight of a body razed on the street.

1 The Red Terror was a Derg campaign that involved the mass killing of political opponents.
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I never felt the discord between the two messages. I only wanted to
share what I knew. The reason I didn't feel what was happening in my
country was because it didn't touch me - not yet at least. The people of
Lalibela didn’t rely on government or state institutions. We relied on
community. We made our own food, we made our houses, every piece
of furniture and utensil, and we cared for one another. Every aspect of
our wellbeing was met: physical, intellectual and spiritual. My belly was
fed by the labour of myself and my community, by the earth itself and
its bountiful wild produce. My soul was fed by sitting at the feet of holy
people — the bahtawi, monks, nuns and priests —and by the churches
and the many holidays, services and traditions that revolved around
them. My mind was fed by the scholars of our traditional indigenous
education system, many of whom studied more than thirty years before
passing on their wisdom to us, and by the adults who treated me as their
son.

This kind of life is barely known in the west, in the place I now call
home. Even in Ethiopia, people in the cities struggle to conceptualise
the fact that it is possible to live complete, fulfilled lives without needing
assistance from governments or paid employment from a company or
institution. Back then, more than ninety percent of Ethiopians lived in
rural places. No one was unemployed. We worked for ourselves. We
lived for ourselves.

Even more startling for some, perhaps, is the fact that my entire
identity as a child was forged without any influence from the west. This is
a luxury not afforded to most black people. Indigenous life in most parts
of the world has been damaged by European colonialism. Most black
people come to know themselves as ‘other’ early on, growing up with the
legacies of slavery and colonialism that still live in their communities.
For me, this was not something I faced until I was much older. Ethiopia
was never colonised. Every foreign footstep that sought to walk on our
land with ill intentions was defeated or sent back. We had a proven way

of life that sustained our independence for millennia.
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Those occasional moments of intrusion from outside — Derg loyal-
ists shouting slogans on the street, foreign aid workers, the creation of a
state-funded western school in the town - were things easily transformed
by a child who was so deeply rooted in place. At six or seven years of age,
I went to public rallies, chanting on the shoulders of revolutionaries, not
knowing what I was saying, seeing it as a game. Aid workers brought
little of use, except that which could be refashioned by a child’s eye.
We made drums out of discarded plastic bottles. We made sleds, cars
and helicopters out of cardboard boxes, sliding down the mountains in
our makeshift machines, sometimes convincing friends that, ‘Yes, don’t
worry, the helicopter most certainly will fly if you jump off this cliff. And
the school - as young as five years old, I demanded to go there, not to
learn but fo teach. I would run to the school and bang, bang, bang on the
metal gate with my tiny fists until they let me in. All the students rushed
out, chanting and shouting.

‘Yirga metta! Yirga is here!’

The teachers quickly learnt that just as I wouldn’t stop banging on
the gate until it opened, I wouldn't go away until they let me take over
their class.

‘It's my turn! I want to teach!’ I shouted, stamping my feet. T want to
teach them now!’

The teachers gave in. I took chalk and wrote on the board in nonsense
scribbles. I said a few words, turned to the students and pointed at what
I had scrawled. They laughed and repeated what I said. Then, when I
finished, I ran home, leaving the teacher with a room of giggling children.

In a town where every house was my house, where every classroom
was a pulpit for me to preach or teach or tell stories, I never knew that
we lacked anything. I didn’t know I was ‘black’ in the eyes of the world.
To know that some people thought me ‘poor’ would have bewildered
me. I was the richest here. I had everything. I had a place. I belonged.
I was free.

I was wind.
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PAN1E TH / A Second’s Life

ARG hé.C D&T Egziabher loves the dust

AED ANt T4 NG APHAE mixing with it

AL +C (ALC ATi1R0: an everlasting gust

an%e eCHrATF: He lived for a minute

AdC ANFTTE breathing in the dust

M4 AL 170 a second is remaining
till the dust scatters

when the creator sneezes

140 - WIND - 27





