
Letters to... 2016. Video and Demere Kitunga Text. 

PART I: RUMINATION WITH ORUPA MCHIKIRWA - Demere Kitunga

To you my grandmother, friend and soul mate, I salute you from wherever old souls reside. It 
has been many years since you departed. Nearly 23 years have passed; my promise to write your 
life still unfulfilled. But a promise is a promise, ahadi ni deni as the Swahili adage goes, it is 
coming, it is coming. 

Today however, I want to talk to you about me. Since you left things have happened. Twenty 
three years is a long time. You left me a young mother. Like you then, I am now a grandmother. 
Like you, I am long time a widow. As I watch my grandchildren grow, my daughters graduate 
from maidens to lovers, wives and mothers, I begin to more and more see myself  in you... or is 
it that I see you in me? My grandchildren fascinate me even when they are knotty. They remind 
me of  what I used to be: knotty and incorrigibly curious. Only you in your mysterious ways 
were able to calm me down. You grabbed my attention with your tall tales of  how babies were 
brought in by the crow! Imagine me believing that, even when you took me to every midwifery 
errand you everrun! 
Nolessoncameoutofyounaked.Onehadtoburrowdeeperanddeepertoarriveatthataha!
Moment.Learning through experience, observation, listening and riddles, some of  which I am 
still unravelling today as a mother and grandmother; because I am a mother and a grandmother. 

Tell me though grandmother, did I have to wait this long to know that some lessons take so 
long to be learnt? Take the mshanga for example. I though it only helped sooth your hunger 
pangs. Never knew it centered you. That it all women whenever they set off  for battle. As they 
constantly battle to preserve life, even at the threat of  losing their own! It centers them in 
triumph; and more so when they have lost; and when one of  their own is fallen! Profound 
lessons; I am still learning.  

PART II: CONVERSATION WITH MOTHER - Demere Kitunga

Mother, it is not that easy to address you in your given name. A lovely name convention makes 
it taboo to use until it passes on to my daughter as it has. Today, dear mother, I since want to 
talk of  to you about intimate things, allow me, just this once, to address you by your given name 
Mkunde, the beloved. Conversation of  this nature as you know, only takes place among intimate 
friends; and friends address one another by their given names. 

I want to let you know that I remember and appreciate the way you carefully steered me through 
the path of  awareness of  who I was as a girl child and woman to be without crossing the 
mother child barrier that you were raised to observe. Silently but consciously. 

The first lesson I learnt under your tutelage is about birth and death. I was barely five and you 
had just had a baby. The following morning my brother and I tiptoed to your bedside to greet 
you. You were very weak and the matrons helping you gave us instructions not to disturb you. I 
later you had difficult labour and nearly died. After your marahaba to our shikamoo, you said to us 
without preamble, ‘see, your little brother is dead.’ You must have been too defeated to indulge 
in niceties. My brother wept and I wept along with him. The baby was later that day buried in a 
little patch in our garden. You did not leave your room. I still recall the mood, the place and 
shape of  that little grave. I can still see in my minds’ eye the single marigold that grew on it. 
Forced to abandon our homestead barely five years later, I left with those memories buried in 
my hearts, in patch nourishing a single marigold. 

Many a time have I unearthed those memories and wondered how you must have felt during 
those painful days. Going through the rituals of  child birth, your breasts screaming for a suckle, 
your tummy violently contracting, the matrons massaging hot oil on your skin but the product 
of  your labour that you anxiously nurtured in your body for nine months lying in the cold, 
buried with a single marigold as a mark of  his sojourn on earth. I learnt. I learnt what women 
go through in the course of  giving life. That they must support each other through thick and 
thin. That they must raise again when they stumble and fall. When it was my turn to go walk 
that route I needed no telling. I knew. That bond tying us together in battle where no song is 
sung for fallen sheroes is ever so palpable! 

Oblivious of  your loss, or in spite of  it, the matrons took turns to keep you warm and 
nourished as is tradition. It is all they could do. You would not make it to hospital alive, the rural 
medical aid said. They soothed you; they bathed, oiled and massaged you. Young as I was, you 
made sure witness all those grown up rituals. When they were gone it was I, not my brother 
three years my senior, attended to the chores of  changing your chamber pot and putting your 
soiled cloths in soapy water to soak. I remember asking you why only me? I do not recall your 
answer but whatever it was, I understood and never complained again. We continued with this 
routine even after you got better. For no reason apparent to me then, you always summoned me 
from the warmth of  the heath at twilight, to come out in the cold to pour water for you as you 
washed and rinsed the blood soaked rags you used for your days. It was your way of  giving me 
knowledge I would need some day, I later learnt. There were no sanitary towels those days, so 
when my time came, no one taught me what to do. I knew. 

Mother, my children are grown, raised in a different time and era. The muteness with which we 
shared knowledge and wisdom is in the past. We now learn to talk with each other about nearly 
everything. It hasn’t come easy but we are trying. Talking to you about these memories is my 
attempt to find my tongue for that thread of  sharing in solidarity to go across generations. I 
want to learn how to talk to you mother about all those things we shared without talking... to 
name them and give them meaning in my life. I want you mother to give your thoughts voice for 
your granddaughters and me as a mantle of  strength to them, their children and children’s 
children. Let’s talk. 


