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My book, Always Another Country, which took three long 
years to publish, is finally here. The reception has been 
critical, intimate and encouraging. I’ve had long hugs 
from strangers and lovely conversations with older people 
whom I assumed would never be interested in what  
I have to say. Publishing the book has, in short, fostered 
powerful conversations about what it means to belong to 
our complicated and beautiful continent. 

While Always Another Country is a memoir of the life of 
an ordinary little girl – of me and my family – it’s also a love 
letter to my parents who raised me in various countries. 
More importantly, I wanted to pay homage to this continent: 
its people, its histories and its infinite capacity to devise new 
ways of being human. The book is also about the way Africa 
has changed in the past 30 years – how all of us yearn for 
stability and love when there is so much political and social 
turmoil around us. 

It’s been a very busy year for me in terms of writing. I’ve 
continued to write for Al Jazeera and for big publications 

such as the New York Times and Newsweek. But it has also 
been a year of indulging my love of storytelling through 
my work with the Centre for Stories. Early this year my 
TED Talk If a Story Moves You, Act on It was posted 
online. It quickly garnered more than a million views, 
which thoroughly surprised me! As a result, I’ve been 
afforded many speaking opportunities and a few exciting 
collaborations are cooking for 2018. 

The bulk of my year, however, has been spent in the 
shadows either editing my book or revising the text 
and images for talks I give on race, power, gender and 
democracy or for low-key seminars I give on story-telling.

I’m proud of the discipline and effort it’s taken to  
juggle being a mother, a partner and a friend – the  
work of building and sustaining healthy relationships, 
while producing work that hopefully makes a difference 
to the world.  
• Sisonke Msimang is the author of Always Another Country: 
A Memoir of Exile and Home (Jonathan Ball).

A year of 
writing

SISONKE MSIMANG Working the shows, delivering in public

When my debut novel, The Yearning (Picador 
Africa) was published in 2016, I realised that 
being called a writer made me uncomfortable 
– I felt like a fraud. But 2017 erased all my 
doubts. The Yearning was long-listed for the 
Sunday Times prize and won the University of 
Johannesburg Debut Fiction prize. I was asked 
to write a young adult novel based on the film 
Beyond the River and, slowly, writing took 
up more space in my life. Writing more and 
challenging myself led to me joining the team 
of Kwezi – SA’s first superhero – as a comic-
book writer. 

Achieving your wildest dreams is wonderful; 
having your parents witness your progress is even 
sweeter. My poor parents have seen me through 
all incarnations of being a storyteller. This year 
was certainly a huge relief for them.

Writers are readers too, and this year delivered 
several books that challenged me to write more 
bravely. Kolela Putuma’s Collective Amnesia 
(uHlanga) is one such book. Seeing her break all 
the rules and build new roads for South African 
poetry was not only beautiful, but also affirming. 

Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine I 
would write a novel that touched so many people. 
As a young girl growing up in Soweto, I didn’t 
have books written for me by people who looked 
like me. I’m overwhelmed by the support and 
encouragement I’ve received from readers. This 
year has been exceptionally encouraging, egging 
me on to be the best I can be. I can’t wait to see 
what 2018 has in store for me.
• Mohale Mashigo is a Soweto-born writer who 
lives in Cape Town. Find out more: @blckporcelain 
Twitter and @Mohalemashigowrites on Facebook.

NTHIKENG MOHLELE  
A world of madness and hope 

This was a sobering year. Economic malaise. Political 
naughtiness and downright savagery. The drum of war and 
echoes of a Cold War in global affairs (at least between 
Washington and North Korea). My artistic output grew 
buds and offshoots of existential contradictions: how to 
be the self and the artist in a world filled to the brim with 
madness and hope. 

Literature was not so much a guiding light on the affairs 
of the state and the discontent of the ruled and governed, 
but a dangerous explosive that could short-circuit if 
possessed without the enigmas of citizen consciousness 
and electoral tragi-comedy. In a sense, the year offered an 
abundance of literary themes: corporate scandals, thuggery, 
espionage, voter activism and judicial excellence. But such 
themes will, if they are to be properly distilled, demand to 
be viewed with the prism of hindsight. 

I am greatly encouraged and humbled that the University of 
Johannesburg bestowed a prize on Pleasure (Picador Africa), 
my fourth novel, which was also awarded the K Sello Duiker 
Memorial Literary Award at the South African Literary 
Awards. The awards are a professional and personal highlight 
in that they suggest some artistic weight and aesthetic merit 
to the work of writers. The novel has also been longlisted for 
the International Dublin Literary Award. 

But writers are also readers and 2017 was full of rendezvous 
with and discoveries of great literature in translation, away 
from established canons and “famous” scribes. Spanish and 
Hungarian reflections. French gems. Mazisi Kunene.  
• Find out more: @NthikengMohlele on Twitter, @Mohlelen 
on Instagram and Nthikeng Mohlele on Facebook.

MAXINE CASE A gorgeous result

During the pre-publishing stage of Softness of the Lime 
(Umuzi), there were times when I felt like an author 
from hell. The process of designing the novel’s cover was 
particularly painful – for the designer, I imagine, not me. 
There were awkward moments, like when I had to suggest 
what I thought Lena, a woman of Madagascan descent 
and the main character, would have looked like. Did Table 
Mountain need to be on the cover? I asked. The cover 
needed to show the setting of the novel, I was told. Can’t this 
be conveyed in a simpler way? I countered. 

Also, I worried about balance and clutter. I suggested 
that my name be made smaller to create better unity. And 
the background colour! It took some convincing from my 
friends and family that yellow (or was it lime?) actually 
worked. I’m glad I listened to them. Finally, weeks later, my 
publisher and I settled on a cover – version 12, I think. 

In May, I met with my publisher, who had received 
advance copies of the book, which had been air-freighted 
to South Africa from India, where it was printed. The rest, 
he said, would arrive sometime later by ship – a fitting 
arrangement, given that in the story Lena arrives at the 
Cape in the hold of a slave ship. I was grateful to Umuzi for 
involving me in the whole publishing process.  

Holding my first hardcover book for the first time, I 
knew that I would admire it even if it were not my own. 
And with its gorgeous interiors and lush endpapers, it is 
beautiful inside and out. 
• Maxine Case made her literary debut with All We Have 
Left Unsaid (NB Publishers), which was awarded the 2007 
Commonwealth Writers’ Prize for Best First Book (Africa) 
and, in the same year, was a joint winner of the Herman 
Charles Bosman Prize. Find out more: @Maxine1701  
on Twitter. 

MOHALE MASHIGO Coming into my own
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With 2017 coming to a 
close, some of South Africa’s 
top writers look back on 
a remarkable year with 
wonder, gratitude and awe 
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Writer and founder of the Abantu Book Festival, Thando Mgqolozana, 
chats to Phakama Mbonambi about the success of this ground-
breaking event, which aims to spread a love of books to all. Now in 
its second year, the festival will be held at Eyethu Lifestyle Centre in 
Mofolo Central, Soweto, from 7-10 December 

What’s the Abantu Book Festival’s mission? Our aim is to create a 
safe space for voices often silenced by the white-dominated literary 
community. The Abantu Book Festival has become a destination for 
hundreds of readers who haven’t felt inspired to go to a literary festival 
before or felt like outsiders when they did because they saw few to no 
black writers or fellow readers there. 

Why the choice of Soweto as a venue? Soweto holds a special place 
in the collective imagination of our people. However, once the festival 
has established itself, we’ll rotate it to various townships, allowing 
different municipalities to bid for the right to host it. They will only be 
able to do so if they commit to establishing and maintaining reading 
clubs and building libraries that stock African books, in order to 
cultivate a reading culture.

What lessons did you learn from the inaugural festival and what 
will you do differently this year? The inaugural edition was a huge 
success, with venues over-packed for every timeslot – helped, no doubt, 
by the absence of an entrance fee. This year, we plan to have bigger 
venues and manage the spaces more efficiently. We also plan to have a 
maximum of two panellists and a moderator to allow for in-depth 
discussion of topics and improved interaction with the audience.

How many writers are taking part this year? We’ve invited  
50 participants from South Africa and the diaspora – some of the best 
novelists, poets, memoirists, literary scholars, journalists and children’s 
writers. There will also be a number of exhibitors – mainly 
independent publishers and self-published authors.

How many events can we expect? We’ll have a total of 55 events, 
which will involve panel discussions, in-depth conversations between 
writers, book launches, hands-on writing and publishing workshops, 
poetry performances, film-screenings and a children’s programme 
facilitated by Gcina Mhlophe. Every timeslot will feature four events, 
giving attendees a wide choice of activities.  
• For more info, visit: abantubookfestival.co.za

A book fair for all

I’m writing this in Kochi, an island city off the south-west 
coast of India, where I’m on a sabbatical with the aim of 
finishing a book. I think it might be one of the best places 
in the world to do that. 

Why? It’s hard to say exactly: the mix of tropical ease, 
bookshops and art galleries. The promenade where you 
can look out at the ancient Chinese fishing nets or the less 
ancient container port and get some necessary distance 
from what you’re writing about. In my case, South Africa. 
The state of Kerala is run by one of the only elected 
communist governments in the world. So: Che, Marx, 

hammers and sickles painted on the walls, but also a 
wonderfully austere Reading Room near the bus stop where 
old men carefully page through The Times, The Hindu and 
The Deccan Chronicle under the whirring fans – all courtesy 
of the state. 

I was writing away there, trying to make some progress 
on my academic “monograph” about South African 
autobiography. Then I worried that the clacking and 
tapping of my laptop might be disturbing this quiet pocket 
of socialist utopia. I moved to a café, The Teapot, located 
between a basilica, a muddy football pitch and a school. 
The days started with Christian hymns, Muslim calls to 
prayer and north Indian ragas all overlapping. Seeing me 
in the corner each day, the owner of The Teapot asked 
what I was working on. I had to admit that the working 
title, Experiments With Truth, was stolen from Gandhi’s 
autobiography, The Story of My Experiments With Truth (it’s 
on sale in the local corner shop for 30 rupees – about R6). 
By the next day he had arranged for a journalist from The 
Hindu (his cousin) to interview me about my writing (she 
seemed almost as bemused as I was by this). 

I talked about what “fire pool” meant in South Africa, 
but explained that I didn’t only want to refer to President 
Zuma in the book, that the title was also meant to be a 
metaphor for the time of questioning and raised political 
temperature in the country.

“Like a churning?” she asked, and I agreed that yes, 
churning was the right word. “It’s the same here in  
India,” she said.
• Firepool: Experiences in an Abnormal World was 
published in 2017 by Kwela Books. Visit: hedleytwidle.com

HEDLEY TWIDLE  
Musings from a sabbatical
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