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BOOK REVIEW

TENDERFOOT

by Chris Beckett

| must reveal from the outset that | am a serious fan
of Chris Beckett, a poet and translator born in
London but raised in Ethiopia in the tumultuous
1960s where he was indelibly shaped by his
ennis prexers experiences. So much so that his first collection,
Ethiopia Boy, has been called ‘a love letter to
Ethiopia’ by one reviewer. That love extends to
translating and editing, together with Alemu Tebeje,
the first ever anthology of Ethiopian Amharic poetry
in English, Songs We Learn From Trees. This was
published by Carcanet last year and | hear it is
getting a lot of attention in UK, USA and of course
Africal

Beckett's new collection starts with the OED
definition of a Tenderfoot: ‘a newcomer or novice,
especially a person unaccustomed to hardship’. He
then goes on to address the people he knew and
loved, as well as important historical figures, like Ras
Gugsa, and the everyday people around him, often facing hardship and misery.
These are my favourite folk, the cooks and chewing gum sellers, ‘shop on my
shoulders’ survivors (souk bederetes), minibus conductors and ticket sellers
(weyallas and matatus), even the daring pickpockets. Back then, Addis Ababa
smelled of burning eucalyptus wood, dried cow dung (kubet), roasting coffee,
incense. As a privileged young white boy, Beckett cannot be expected to have
intense memories of the dirt poor prostitutes, thieves, corrupt police and
bureaucrats. But even if he did not know the constant ache that pushed locals his
age (called arambists) to sniff petrol and glue, passing their life in a daze, still he
notices:

red-eyed roadside boy
furiously begging to be fed...
(Good Bread)

and wonders why nobody else sees

those thinnesses
high on wooden scaffoldings
who sometimes teeter
minutes
before they fall
(Becoming big)
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ction of the book, a harrowin

In the €&
untains north of Addis Ababa

9 series of ¢
famine in OUPlets rapples i ,

through the e

Yes of a g /
| ask for an egg but the Nine Saints sa g
there is a shortage of hens, even in th\é sky...!

(Tagesse's Hunger Poems )

Food is omnipresent in these poems. Sometimes it is so f .
almost kills you (When Berberé Attacks). But mostly U\‘tl {x)sf Jealous spices that it

delicious,
recarious, an absence waiting to happen. So the book is dj : Precious,
Esing an Amharic folk poem formula as the pointer: ‘herelsogr‘:,‘dw 1o four parts

with beans’, *.- loaded with figs’, "...loaded with troubles’, .. \oadeez 3«5?%2”03(1%
€.

The poems are not overtly political, though on A
assasSination of human rights activist Assefa Mr?ru‘ Aﬁ:r ;;SEBU:SS:n }}he daylight
his opening poem that he is an English boy (/nglizawi negn'!) b ﬁr':m %s in
to the land where he grew up also requires him to acknowledge his d'Sganc:fy, ack
As Sasha Dugdale says on the cover, ‘... Tenderfoot loves but stands outsme‘l\Thn,t
he loves.’ So there is a sense of sadness even in proximity, and plenty, where ﬂ?e
Jittle house shook with her unhappiness’ (7he Table), where ‘none of uei. is half as |
strong as our desires’ (Elegy for a Thunderstorm).

Of his many poems about hunger, | particularly like Hungry, we

who have no clue
what hunger is

who think that pain
is just a scratch

when we collapse
inside and out...

as well as Praise Shout for a Stomach, Malnourished and Astaws Hurger These
poems bring 1960s Ethiopia vividly to life, both inside and beyond the gates of the
white boy's house, but the themes they tackle so powerul, such a8 chld FENS
and inequality, displacement, are also universal and pressing-

. . . : . elegies, famine
Written in English, the poems reflect Ethiopian praise Sh?quc‘:}ns, Iiglie hodé (my

couplets, and the way language inevitably mirrors people’s €0 4
stomach) being an A?Inlr?arig; tegrm of endegrment (Sweelheafﬂ_- Y,°” gﬁ‘;;ﬁ:;egrsld
of the poet as translator, attempting to break through the Jinte :im' Qutside the
background (‘words are gates too / not all of them are open loal justice. As Daljit
Gates with Abebe), to bridge gulfs of time, culture, PoSHY, n?tt\'”cti\lle traditions in @
Nagra writes on the cover, Beckett ‘works with WO S fﬁls me imself
{niquely engaging way.’ He engages me becaUseliEli d

ringing two languages and cultures together in s ekt st for the

A different type of hunger sees the white boy start to
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‘Tenderfoot’ in Ethiopia.
Photo courtesy of Chris Beckett

beautiful young men he sees in the street (When / was ten | started watching men).
Later on, 7hree Bushti go to the Mercato paints a picture of colourful camp hiding in
plain sight. These poems will not endear Beckett with generally homophobic
Ethiopians, but | feel he does not go far enough to probe the experience of growing
up gay in Ethiopia. | feel he has a lot more to say, which he should dig out whatever
the cost. Nevertheless | am convinced that Chris Beckett is presently one of the
best Ethiopian poets writing in English.

Hama Tuma

Hama Tuma is an Ethiopia poet, short story writer and political campaigner.

Tenderfoot by Chris Beckett, Manchester, Carcanet Press, 2020
ISBN 9781784109714, Softcover - £1 1.99, also available as an eBook.
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ATASTE OF ETHIOP|A

On a recent trip to my local _garden centre | spotted an unfa
Kale, described as ‘Ethiopian Amara’. Could this
Gomen? And would it grow in a London garden? Onl

miliar seed packet —
be my old frieng Habesha
ly one way to find out,

The back of the_packet identified it as Brassica carinata, also known as Te
Greens or Garlic Kale. Fuﬁher research suggests that it tolerates poor :Z?l
grows in sun or shade, and is extremely frost hardy. My kind of plant. !

The seeds have germinated abundantly (I have been distributing seedlings

round the neighbourhood) and it is now settling happily into my vegetable
patch. I'm looking forward to home-grown Gomen bi Aib in a few months’ time.

Elizabeth Blunt

V i)
Johnsons

Kale (Emiorian amea

Photos © Elizabeth Blunt

[Selam’s Kitchen is taking break ]




