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SECTION  B:  POEMS  FROM  DIFFERENT  CULTURES  AND TRADITIONS

Lawrence Ferlinghetti was born in New York in 1919.  He spent many years travelling around America by 
unconventional means before settling in San Francisco.  This city enjoys a reputation in America for a mix of 
races and cultures.  Ferlinghetti often makes use of these aspects of city life.  

Two Scavengers in a Truck,
 Two Beautiful People in a Mercedes

At the stoplight waiting for the light 
  nine a.m. downtown San Francisco
 a bright yellow garbage truck
  with two garbagemen in red plastic blazers
 standing on the back stoop
 one on each side hanging on
 and looking down into 
 an elegant open Mercedes
 with an elegant couple in it
The man
 in a hip three-piece linen suit
 with shoulder-length blond hair & sunglasses
The young blond woman so casually coifed
 with a short skirt and colored stockings
 on the way to his architect’s office

And the two scavengers up since four a.m.
 grungy from their route
 on the way home
The older of the two with grey iron hair
 and hunched back
 looking down like some 
 gargoyle Quasimodo
And the younger of the two
 also with sunglasses & long hair
 about the same age as the Mercedes driver

And both scavengers gazing down
 as from a great distance
 at the cool couple
 as if they were watching some odorless TV ad
 in which everything is always possible

And the very red light for an instant
 holding all four close together
 as if anything at all were possible
 between them
 across that small gulf
 in the high seas 
 of this democracy

Lawrence Ferlinghetti
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Judith Wright, who died in 2000, was a passionate campaigner for the rights of the indigenous Aboriginal 
people in Australia.  She believed that the poet should be concerned with both national and social problems, 
(both of which are shown in this poem), and her life and her writing were driven by her love of the land, and 
by her deep unease over the fate of the Aborigines.

This item has been removed for copyright reasons.
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Tatamkhulu Afrika (1920-2002) was born in Egypt and came to South Africa as a very young child.  After he 
was orphaned when both his parents died of flu, he lived in Cape Town’s District 6, a mixed-race inner-city 
community with Afrikaan foster parents. During apartheid in the 1960s, District 6 was declared a ‘whites only’ 
area and the community was destroyed.  With an Arab father and a Turkish mother, Afrika could have been 
classified as ‘white’, but he chose rather to embrace his origins, become a Muslim and refuse to be classified 
as ‘white’.
In 1984, he joined the African National Congress, which led the struggle against apartheid, and in 1987, he 
was arrested for ‘terrorism’ and banned from writing or speaking in public for five years.  Writing under the 
code name of Tatamkhulu Afrika enabled him to continue writing despite the ban.
His passionate concerns for the oppressed which drove his political life are clear in this poem.

biltong are strips of dried meat.

The Beggar

When I passed
the bus-stop, his black
as biltong hand
thrust out, 
demanding alms.
Beneath the grime,
he was a yellow man,
and small,
and crumpled as a towel,
eyes receding into bone,
shivering, too thin frame 
denying the truculence of the hand.
“No”, I said,
and walked on,
annoyed that I was annoyed,
swatting off shame
all the way into town.
Coming back,
the day-long drizzle stopped
and a suddenly clear
sky sang
of summer round the bend,
white sails in the Bay,
birds grown garrulous again.
I looked for him.
He was lying on his back in the sun,
eyes closed, 
stretched out long as a spill,
hardly distinguishable
from any of the other 
drifts of debris in the lane.
“Drunk again”, I thought, 
and paused, then pressed 
my penance into his palm.
Quick as a trap,
his fingers lashed
over it: surprised 
sober eyes blessed

me for being kind.  
Then he slept again, 
fist wrapped, tight, 
about the bribe my guilt refused, 
limbs thrown wide 
as though a car had flung him there 
and left him to a healing of the sun.

TATAMKHULU AFRIKA
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Benjamin Zephaniah was born in Jamaica and came to Britain as a young child.  He is one of our most 
acclaimed and outspoken poets, often using reggae, and rap forms.  In this poem he is writing about Steve 
Biko, a black South African who was brutally murdered in 1977 under the Apartheid regime.  Biko had been 
at the forefront of the movement to gain freedom and justice for black South Africans, and his death was 
mourned by thousands and stunned the world.

 Biko the Greatness

Wickedness tried to kill greatness.
In a corner of South Africa
Where they believed there were
No mothers and fathers
No sisters and brothers
And
Where they believed 
One could not hear the cries of another,
Wickedness tried to kill greatness.

Wickedness tried to build a nation
Of white tyrants.
In a corner of the planet
They arrogantly downpressed
They did not overstand
As they suffered the illusion of the God complex,
But these words are not for wickedness.

These words are for greatness, 
The greatness that inspired doctors and nurses
To become educated in the art of freedom getting,
The greatness that inspired educators to become liberators 
And a nation of children to become great themselves.

South Africans in the valley of the shadow of death 
Feared no wickedness
Because greatness was at their side
And greatness was in their hearts,
When the wind of change went south
Greatness was its trustee, guided by truth.

Now we who witnessed the greatness
Sing and dance to his legacy,
We who muse his intelligence
Spread the good news in Reggae, Soul, Marabi
And the theatre of liberation,
Knowing that nobody dies until they’re forgotten
We chant Biko today
Biko tomorrow
Biko forever.

Wickedness tried to kill greatness
Now wickedness is dead
And greatness lives
In Islington
As he lives in Cape Town.
 

Benjamin Zephaniah
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Niyi Osundare is a Nigerian poet and Professor of English at Ibadan University.  His poetry is often first 
published in newspapers as he believes in the power of the press in reaching the people whose daily struggles 
are reflected in his poems.  This poem was first published in 1990 in a collection called Songs of the Season.  
Nigerians are noted for their use of song to celebrate significant events.  This poem uses the features of a song 
to look at the dangers of ignoring injustice if it does not attack you personally.

 Not my Business

They picked Akanni up one morning 
Beat him soft like clay 
And stuffed him down the belly
Of a waiting jeep. 
 What business of mine is it 
 So long they don’t take the yam 
 From my savouring mouth? 

They came one night 
Booted the whole house awake
And dragged Danladi out, 
Then off to a lengthy absence.
 What business of mine is it 
 So long they don’t take the yam 
 From my savouring mouth? 

Chinwe went to work one day 
Only to find her job was gone: 
No query, no warning, no probe –
Just one neat sack for a stainless record.
 What business of mine is it 
 So long they don’t take the yam 
 From my savouring mouth? 

And then one evening 
As I sat down to eat my yam 
A knock on the door froze my hungry hand.
The jeep was waiting on my bewildered lawn 
Waiting, waiting in its usual silence.

Niyi Osundare
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Luis Enrique Mejía Godoy is a Nicaraguan writer and musician who, through his work, protested against his 
country’s dictatorship.  This poem is a song based on the words of Tomás Borge.

Borge, a founder member of the Sandanista National Liberation Front, was a political prisoner in Nicaragua, 
and the poem is based on his promise to his jailers and torturers when he was in prison.  After the Nicaraguan 
Revolution in 1979, when the Somoza dictatorship ended, Borge became Minister for the Interior and had his 
revenge on his torturers – by forgiving them.

 Revenge

 My personal revenge will be your children’s 
right to schooling and to flowers.
My personal revenge will be this song
bursting for you with no more fears.
My personal revenge will be to make you see
the goodness in my people’s eyes,
implacable in combat always
generous and firm in victory.

My personal revenge will be to greet you
‘Good morning!’ in the streets with no beggars,
when instead of locking you inside
they say, ‘Don’t look so sad,’
When you, the torturer,
daren’t lift your head.
My personal revenge will be to give you
these hands you once ill-treated
with all their tenderness intact.

Luis Enrique Mejía Godoy
Translated from the Spanish by Dinah Livingstone
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Gary Snyder was born in San Francisco but brought up in Oregon and Washington.  His life has been a 
mixture of writing, study and heavy labouring such as logging.  He now teaches literature at the University of 
California.  His poetry often mixes America’s past with the grandeur of nature expressed in detail.  As in this 
poem, his work often reflects the glory and beauty of the wilderness.

‘In that year, 1914 . . .’

‘In that year, 1914, we lived on the farm
And the relatives lived with us.
A banner year for wild blackberries
Dad was crazy about wild blackberries
No berries like that now.
You know Kitsap County was logged before
The turn of the century––it was easiest of all,
Close to water, virgin timber,
When I was a kid walking about in the 
Stumpland, wherever you’d go a skidroad
Puncheon, all overgrown.
We went up one like that, fighting our way through
To its end near the top of a hill:
For some reason wild blackberries
Grew best there.  We took off one morning
Right after milking: rode the horses
To a valley we’d been to once before
Hunting berries, and hitched the horses.
About a quarter mile up the old road
We found the full ripe of berrytime––
And with only two pails––so we
Went back home, got Mother and Ruth,
And filled lots of pails.  Mother sent letters
To all the relatives in Seattle:
Effie, Aunt Lucy, Bill Moore,
Forrest, Edna, six or eight, they all came 
Out to the farm, and we didn’t take pails
Then: we took copper clothes-boilers,
Wash-tubs, buckets, and all went picking.
We were canning for three days.’

Gary Snyder
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A K Ramanujan was born in India and lived there for thirty years but he then moved to Chicago.  His poetry 
relies heavily on Indian folklore and on his own family.  The traditional way of dealing with death is covered 
in the poem but the last three stanzas move away into a contrasting mood.

Obituary
Father, when he passed on
left dust
on a table full of papers,
left debts and daughters,
a bedwetting grandson
named by chance
after him,

a house that leans
slowly through our growing 
years on a bent coconut
tree in the yard.
Being the burning type
he burned properly
at the cremation

as before, easily
and at both ends,
left his eye-coins
in the ashes that didn’t
look one bit different,
and some rough half-burned
spinal discs for sons

to pick gingerly
and throw, facing east
as the priest said
where three rivers met
near the railway station;
but no longstanding headstone
with his full name and two dates

to hold in their parentheses
everything he didn’t quite
manage to do himself,
like his caesarean birth
in a brahmin ghetto
and his death by heart-
failure in the fruit market.

But someone told me 
he got two lines
in an inside column 
of Madras newspaper
sold by the kilo 
exactly four weeks later
to streethawkers

who sell it in turn 
to the small groceries
where I buy salt 
coriander
and jaggery
in newspaper cones
that I usually read

for fun, and lately
in the hope of finding 
these obituary lines.
And he left us
a changed mother
and more than
one annual ritual.

A K Ramanujan

END  OF  TEXTS
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