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brought to you by the Royal African Society.

Africa Writes: Young Voices is a creative writing education 

programme designed and delivered by the Royal African 

Society in partnership with professional writers from the 

Africa Writes Festival community.

The poems in this anthology were written by students at 

Dunraven School in a series of workshops facilitated in 2018 

by Theresa Long and Ruth Sutoyé.

Anthology design by D237.

Thanks to the generous funders of our education 

programme, Arts Council England and the Foyle 

Foundation.

For more information about the Royal African Society 

Education Programme, please contact Joanna Brown, RAS 

Education and Outreach Programme Manager at 

ras_education@soas.ac.uk.
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The Royal African Society is a membership organisation that 

provides opportunities for people to connect, celebrate and 

engage critically with a wide range of topics and ideas about 

Africa today. Through our events, publications and digital 

channels we share insight, instigate debate and facilitate 

mutual understanding between the UK and Africa. We 

amplify African voices and interests in academia, business, 

politics, the arts and education, reaching a network of more 

than one million people globally.

www.royalafricansociety.org

Africa Writes is the Royal African Society’s annual literature 

festival. Every year we showcase established and emerging 

talent from the African continent and its diaspora in what 

is now the UK’s biggest celebration of contemporary African 

writing taking place over an exciting summer weekend 

in July. The festival takes place at the British Library and 

features book launches, readings, author appearances, panel 

discussions, youth and children’s workshops and other 

activities.

www.africawrites.org

Royal African Society

Africa Writes Festival 

The Royal African Society 
and Africa Writes: 
Young Voices
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Africa Writes: Young Voices is the flagship project of the 

Royal African Society’s education programme. Committed to 

championing African literature and inspiring the writers of 

the future, we connect young people directly with poets and 

writers from the Africa Writes Festival community.

Using African art forms such as literature, spoken word, 

proverbs, music, visual art and photography,  workshops 

are designed to inspire and guide school students to create 

their own pieces of poetry in response. Our young student 

writers are encouraged to develop live performances of their 

work for a showcase event at the Africa Writes festival at the 

British Library.

Africa Writes: Young Voices

We are delighted to be presenting this anthology of work 

produced by students in Year 9 at Dunraven School. 

Their poetry was developed over a series of workshops 

facilitated by poets Theresa Lola and Ruth Sutoyé.

Theresa Lola and Ruth Sutoyé 
at Dunraven School
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Thanks and 
acknowledgements

Thank you to all the students who took part in the 

workshops for their enthusiasm, commitment and 

outstanding performances at the British Library.

Thank you to Theresa Lola and Ruth Sutoyé for sharing 

their passion for Nigerian Women’s poetry and inspiring the 

students to speak out so eloquently through their own work.

Thank you to English Teacher Clare Arnold at Dunraven 

School for her collaboration and support.

For more information about the Royal African Society 

Education programme, please contact Joanna Brown, 

Programme Manager at ras_education@soas.ac.uk

Our thanks to our funders, Arts Council England and the 

Foyle Foundation, for their generous funding support which 

has made all of this work possible.
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Theresa Lola and Ruth 
Sutoyé
Theresa Lola

Working with Dunraven School was an immersive and 

unforgettable experience, the students wrote poems that 

were ripe with lessons and depth. The use of poems by 

African writers such as Titilope Sonuga made a difference, 

the students were enthusiastic about seeing themselves 

reflected in poems they were reading.

 I also used my poem ‘Portrait of Us As Snow White’ in class 

which I had written about my experiences and insecurities 

at their age on my skin tone and bleaching. Any facilitator 

who uses their own poem can testify to how nerve wracking 

it is, however the students were receptive, and responded 

with their own experiences. I have to applaud Dunraven 

School for allowing their students to explore their poetic 

voices. My entry into poetry was not through school, I wish, 

however my growth came from the Barbican Young Poets 

Programme, a community of young people who decided 

poetry was the best way to tell their stories. 

Poetry workshops on African Literature are important in 

allowing young people in particular to reflect on the rivers 

that flowed before us. Poetry is vessel of history books, and 

African Literature needs to be read and taught to maintain 

the visibility of our stories.
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PORTRAIT OF US AS SNOW WHITE
by Theresa Lola

We inherited black holes for eyes,

so light was the benchmark we measured the beauty of skin 

against.

We sat in our dorm room

and discussed who the fairest of all was.

The Igbo girls claimed they could be cast as foreign

as long as the sun didn’t betray them.

The girls with skin the shade of the bronze masks

our ancestors carved directed the conversation.

The myth was that backstage curtains are dark colours

so that dark girls can camouflage into them.

We never said the word ‘race’, substituted ‘yellow pawpaw’ 

for ‘white’

as if we knew the word ‘white’ would peel our tongues down 

to a seed of guilt.

My bow legs hung from my bunk bed like question marks.

I was unsure of which shade my skin will grow into,

so I could not be the lead role in this fairy tale.

Now I know our ignorance is a kind of bacteria 

bleach multiplies instead of killing. 

One of my dorm mates used “Papaya Skin Lightening Soap”,

the scent was like every other soap,

she rubbed it on her skin until

she was cast as Snow White in the school play.

The myth is that despite all the light on her skin,

her soul remains a backstage curtain
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Ruth Sutoyé

My mother, an avid reader and lover of literature passed 

that love down to me. She saw my connection and soon 

obsession with poetry, nourished and nurtured that in my 

formative years, leading to my first publications as a child. 

Poets like Alysia Harris, Joshua Bennett, Carlos Andrés 

Gómez and Jasmine Mans further fuelled and challenged my 

understanding and scope of poetry.

The depth, breadth and nuance of the narratives showcased 

is one of the many reasons I praise African Literature. 

Writers like Chinua Achebe, Akwaeke Emezi, Edwidge 

Dandicat, Chimamanda Ngozi Achichie have taught me so 

much about heritage, history and traditions through their 

work. I appreciate the power of language, the usage and 

need for multiple tongues in stories and how affirming that 

is. 

Workshops create an environment where participants can 

engage with familiar or completely new work and become 

equipped to tell their own stories. They are an important 

space to learn new methods, techniques, skills, world views 

and connect with peers/strangers in a setting one would not 

have done previously.

Witnessing the students at Dunraven become storytellers 

and passionate to see themselves represented in poems was 

one of the best experiences. It is exciting as a facilitator to 

work with students who are not only talented but committed 

to exploring the ways their stories can be told. To know they 

will contribute to the future of literature is wonderful.
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Poems by students at 
Dunraven School
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LIFE
by Damary Mendez

I am a river filled with overflowing stories

like an abandoned house with many rumours locked inside it.

The river will see the moon in the reflection and will miss it,

because they were once friends.

The moon is an eye that saw it all

and will see everything from the start to the end.

The moon cannot speak, but it can judge.

It cannot cry, but at the same time it cannot smile.

We are a nation, beautiful and broken,

broken like when the war broke,

broken like a broken heart,

beautiful with lands of green,

beautiful with animals and plants.

We wear our stories in our hands,

so we don’t forget them.

We try to solve them to be better citizens tomorrow.
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UNAVOIDABLE LIGHT
by Ayman Saad

The plane was hijacked which left us passengers optionless. 

My mind could not comprehend the situation.

I was near death yet I became ignorant of my environment

and fell into a trance. My soul was nourished by freedom.

There was unavoidable light

magnetically pulling my eyes towards the plane window.

The sun was a broken egg yolk pouring energy into my retina.

I hired a pilot to fly my thoughts away.

I was aware I was close to death, the presence of the violent paradise

had tapped my shoulders.

My eyes had submitted to its light 

and my head had fallen leaving me to witness

the decaying sack of flesh piled on top of a damaging plane wing.
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I AM ME
by Amber Phillips

I am a dancer, I am able to express myself

and get lost in my movements.

I am proud of the way 

my legs and arms are flexible as a rubber.

I am a lover of books 

proud of the way I can escape

into a new world, just by reading each chapter.

I am a book worm at heart.

I can a really good swimmer

I become a fish when I jump into the deep rivers.

I am an army of one, a force of nature.

I am me.
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A TIME
by Lebo Hlaele

Tell us a time you felt home or welcome,

a time where you were on your bed

and shut your eyes,

a time where you were outside with your family

then returned to your bed for the softness of a nap.

Tell us a time where you felt like an outsider,

a time you were ripped of emotions,

a time you were abandoned,

a time when you were nothing,

a time you slept on the hardness of concrete.

Tell us a time of the relationship with the land,

a time nature stares you in the eyes,

a time where you were relieved of stress,

a time where you felt you mattered,

and a time where you could sleep,

close your eyes slowly

with the surrounding of wildlife.
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AN ORDINARY BLACK GIRL
by Yasmine Amadu

I am an ordinary black girl

Once they get to know me

They’ll realise I am beyond my skin colour.

I am like an onion

you have to get through all my thick skin

before I open up.

I am an ordinary black girl

Who has feelings I laugh, I cry and smile

Like any other humans on this earth.

I am unique,

I am anything but ordinary.
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MY RAG IS MY CROWN
by Gala Bella

They call me a terrorist, but for what?

nothing other than my hijab

they call me an outcast, but for what?

nothing other than my hijab?

They call me these things 

not because they know who I am,

but because I have something to show 

that I am Muslim.

I could be mocked at or ridiculed

called names on the street 

while they pull up walls and defences,

protecting themselves from a “veiled beast”,

they are visionless and clueless.

On Google the hijab is a piece of cloth

worn by female Muslims.

The hijab doesn’t cover up a girl’s weakness

yet displays her strength, commitments,

and confidence only built for the love of her faith,

not for the love of the world.

To the visionless this is a cage,

to the clueless this is a rag,

but to me this cage to crown.
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THE MISSING PIECES
by Hannah Gogi

Smiles and warm voices surrounded her,

her mask was thick but it did not matter,

her emotions shone through, comforted by laughs,

calmed by glances, appreciated by all.

The rest of her puzzle was almost complete,

bright gleaming faces reminded her,

there was nowhere she’d rather be.

Among the swaying grass 

sat the ones she loved,

when they had to leave again,

she was left alone.



Poems by students at Dunraven School 23

I AM
by Yakira Bowen

I am

dripping in melanin.

I am an unapologetic brown skin girl.

I am confident as a soldier at war

Sometimes as quiet as a baby sleeping.

I am nice, and considerate as a hug,

and a hot chocolate on a cold and rainy day.

I am small and delicate like a butterfly

in a world of elephants.

I am also a girl with a bright personality.

These are the wonderful things I am.
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I AM COATED IN MELANIN
by Portia Arueze

I am an African, my ancestors’ wildest dreams,

hear my plea as my forefather’s desires beam through me.

 I am a hard-headed Nigerian,

I will speak pidgin English in the Queen’s presence.

My culture is always in my conscience.

I am a black girl coated in melanin

watch as my skin glows in the sunlight.

From my hips, to the plumpness of my lips.

I define black beauty

as the beauty that comes in all shades,

the beauty that never fades.

If you look into my eyes you will see constellations 

that create a picture of all my family ties.     

I am everything they don’t want me to be.

what they don’t portray in the streets,

a powerful black woman.
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I FELT AT HOME
by Jaykoda Kent

As I walked in church

I felt a gush of hope

like a joyful choir singing a peaceful melody,

that’s when I felt at home. 

I felt free as I walked through the lush green

looking up at the clear night sky

like the clouds move left to right as there is a gush of wind,

that’s when I felt at home.

As I hear peaceful songs ringing in my head

I feel like I am surrounded by the life of music

as I am in the world of music,

that’s when I felt at home.
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LESSON ON DEATH
by Lojean Yousef

I woke up in the warmth

of a wrinkled old hand

embraced by a person

who was always there. 

I begged for the meal

everyone liked

and it was always made 

by that person I loved.

I fell to the ground

and he picked me up

put me on his lap

and cleaned the cut. 

Then came a day

when mother was in tears

I searched and I searched,

I couldn’t find him – not anywhere.

I tasted the bitterness

of the cold hard bed.

Alone and afraid

I begged and I begged. 

But the breakfast never came,

his hand I never felt.

I was constantly reminded

never to shed tears.
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I was only three

that was the time it dawned on me

I learned of death.

The loss of someone else

sent shivers down my spine.

I now live life

carved out of fear.

I can only warn

that you’ll be thrown into the ocean

in the middle of the night

left there to drown

at the loss of those

who were always there.

Never will I say

and never will I care

if you ever cherish

the moments that you share.
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INNOCENT
by Genesis Romero Cortes

More convenient would it be for I not to speak,

the shape words take when they leave the tip of my tongue enrages 

them.

More convenient would it be for I not to speak,

I don’t want sacred tales from my homeland to be made insignificant.

The blood that runs in my veins seems to be poison to them,

but after all, it is only blood.

The texture of my hair seems to strangle them,

but after all, it is only hair.

The colour of my skin seems to blind them,

but after all, it is only skin.

What is there to be afraid of?

My differences have put me behind bars, 

on the other side, their stares pierce my soul

and their murmurs rip it to pieces.

I am prisoner that has done no wrong,

but somehow my appearance doesn’t say so.

Apparently, I have illegally closed borders.

Apparently, I have killed innocent others.

I promise you none of these crimes are mine to take blame for.

Let me live, let me choose who I choose to be.

Let me tell my own story, 

I am innocent.

Please, set this prisoner free.
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HERD BUT NOT HEARD
by Idman Mohamed

Nourished by freedom

nothing but peace would prevail on this earth.

Rich in every aspect,

the land would forever be theirs.

But the plane was hijacked

dragged to the lands of Africa,

the peace had been disturbed

the animals scattered from their herd by the river.

They had failed to take over once again

nothing could take their mother away from them.

I hired a plane and put my thoughts on it,

overthinking would never get you anywhere.

Let all your worries go

as we play in the motherland Africa.
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ETHIOPIA, MOTHERLAND
by Christiane Kidane

My motherland 

the place I see my family

emotions overflowing with joy

the feeling of knowing not to worry 

my motherland.

My motherland

the smell of fertile soil

rolling hills accompanied by smiles

the beauty of the landscape, birds chirping

my motherland.

My motherland, my Ethiopia.
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TELL US A TIME
by Delina Kehase

Tell us a time you felt at home

safe and secure,

house as warm as my mother’s hand on mine.

I feel a lush feeling I have never felt before

my bed brings me comfort as I close my eyes and fall deep.

My heart feels love joy happiness,

no dark in the air

just love playing fair

i open my heart to see

that my home is the music in me.

Tell us a time you felt like an outsider

awkward and weird.

I thought I was in paradise,

watching the oceans sway

while others stare at me in a weird way.

I don’t blend. Not with the rest.

I wonder why? Why do I think like this?

And there it goes. My heart.                    Boom Boom.

I am filled with emptiness

lost and hopeless.

Tell us your ideal relationship with your land,

She loves me. I love her.

Makes me feel a part of a community,

She’s the only one that’s true,

More than you.
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I AM ALL THESE THINGS AND MORE
by James Ashton

I am,

a weaver, a maker, a creator,

I communicate with my designs

the colours, the patterns

I am the 3D artist.

I am,

a cook with a well done steak,

a cheese with a grater

a burger with fries

I am a cook of great design.

I am,

a photographer,

a camera boy

a masterpiece with a lens with hand

I am the camera.

I am,

the writer, the author, the punctuation giver,

the boy with a will to learn

the boy who wishes to be a seed

I am the pen and paper.
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I AM
by Isabella Munoz

I am

an explorer

uncovering the secrets of the world

telling my stories to the world

I am an explorer who goes forward and never looks back.

I am

a soldier

who fights my own battles

with battle scars that tell the bad times in life.

I am a soldier

who never backs down and keeps on fighting.

I am an artist

who creates fountains of colours on a canvas

who draws love and beauty.

I am an artist

Who sees the bad and good in this world.

I am

a normal girl

with a normal life

who was born into this world

a girl with family and friends

a girl with dreams

I am me.
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FOREVER FREE
by Hafsa Hassan

I am a river filled

with overflowing stories,

finished stories,

unfinished stories,

people’s lives,

people’s imagination .

Every story that is written

I keep with me.

The moon is the eye that saw it all.

It documents them,

every birth,

every death,

every life cut short.

We are human.

We are a nation that is perfect in its own way

we wear our stories on our sleeves

now we shall never forget

we have our imagination

forever wild

forever free.

We keep these stories,

they are our lives.

We use our history

our past,

we are all rivers with overflowing stories.



Poems by students at Dunraven School 35

HIJACKED
by Scarlet May Eziashe

The plane was hijacked,

not by people,

not by gas,

not my disaster but

by the very thoughts of change.

They created what was ‘not’ to be

they created the very existence of the unknown

for we are the living vessels of death and of life.

But still

to be on this earth, we must reach equilibrium 

so nothing ‘goes wrong’.

We are being told a lie,

a lie that only on this plane has come to realise.

Now, they are nourished by freedom,

they have picked the forbidden fruit,

the consequences only to be an outcast of society.

This hijacked plane of realisation,

an open carriage for people to jump unto

but no one will.

The culture seeping through,

the richness of what we could be living in.

So I hijacked a plane and put my thoughts on it.
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MY MIND IS NOT HERE
by Rufus Hanna

I am

the overflowing river of music

from the mind to the instrument

my world that wears only creativity

connected to emotion

I am

the land lost in literature

reality is left on my shelf

as I swim in the words of wonderers

my mind is not here

I am

the rich colours of the canvas

like a symphony in golden harmony

a tone of eternity

a source of inspiration

I am

Imagination

                                                         (after “I am” by Titilope Sonuga)
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