
Young poet 

‘Scientist 
with passion fo 

poe 
Promising talent.In lecture rooms heavy 
with equations and oil reserves, Gillian 
Ayebare writes of griefand fire. Of survival. 

_Oflove.Between science and stanza,a new 
Ugandan poel rises. 

BY PHILIPMATOGO 

oetry thrives fn Uganda’s universities becauseit 
‘moves where formulas cannot. It s an interdis- 
ciplinary refuge — sharpening critical thought, 
deepening emotional intelligence, and nurtur- 

ing creative expression. Inlecture halls ruled by nurm- 
bers and data, poetry offers breath. It makes room for 
complexity,for nuance, for the quiet,subjective trem- 
ors of human experience that rarely fit neatly into 
gaphsorlabreports. 
In these spaces, young people meet freely using po- 

etry asa vehicle to strengthen old bonds and forge 
‘new ones. Out of this communion emerge not only 

‘well-rounded Ugandans, but also fresh poetic voices. 
‘Voices such as Gillian Ayebare, a writer. A poet,to be 

‘would lke to think I am not very good at many 
‘things. But words, | am good with words.Ilove words, 
1love their strength.  love that they can be coined to 
change ives 1 love that they are therapy for whoever 
letsthem be;” Ayebare shares. 
Athirdyear student of Petroleum Engineer- 

ing and Environmental Management at 

University of Science and Tech- 
‘nology,she s a scientist by training,a 
poetbynecessity 
“What draws me mostis classical 41" 

poetry —what ke to call poetry 
of theold It speaks to me deep- | 
Iy Thereis a particular gravityin | 
old verse.It was written by peo- 
ple who understood that words 
are not decoration. They are /A 
thevery rootof survival* 

Her poetic journey began 

before gathering promise. 
“My earliest memory is of 

Mr Richard Otwao's Litera- 
ture in English lessons at Mt 
St Mary's Namagunga, where 
the subject was compulso- 
ry. The Government Inspec- 
tor; The Merchant of Venice 
and Growing up with Poet- 
rybyDavid Rubadiri. We had 
0 find meaning in each of 
them, satire, metaphor, the 
‘way language bends to car- 
rymore than it says.  have 
the fondest memory of i, pronotincing oromatopoeia. 
‘There was something ceremo- 

I 

(r 
‘nial about the way he said it. Especially I Hate Azal- 

eas Thatis the one | remember.she said: For as 
‘bloomed.my baby died That poem had to be person- 
a:there was no other way it could have been written. 
Andright there, ] understood: this s what languageis 
for —to carry what the body cannot.I found where I 
elonged then, with words- 

1 she thought her story had reached its fullness, 
she soon realised poetry had moreinstore. 

Baby stops, large strides. 
“Then came Senior Six vacation. Her father has the 

largest collection of American literature meant for 
schools,and by fate, she had no phone. 

*S0 limmersed myself in books, surrendered to 
them completely And that is when I met Edgar Allan 
Poe, Robert Frost, Sylvia Plath, Charles Bukowski — 

| andtheonellovemost: PabloNeruda. 
“Ifthe star to aim for were a man, my star is Pab- 

lo Neru- da.His personalisation of every 
po- g, struckimemost.He 

> 
way few people 
do” And with his 

birthed a new 

haire; to be- 
come a Nobel 
Laureate in 
Literature. 

“He lived 

Nobel Prize,he | 

dream in Atu- | tirelyt 

through extrenie adversity at home, ¢ many great 
mlflm—.mvammunz.mmm. it st write: 
withsuch longingand purpose oo vl need toen- 
counter adversity* 
Adversitycame. 
“Adversity did come, in the form of clinical depres- 

sion with psychotic disorders, according to the doctot 
Itratled the shingles of the doors that make me.So,1 
wote what felt. And what [ hoped for The darkness 
did ot stop me, it became the reason. Every poem s 
proofofstill being here X 

For the young woman, poetry is archive and wit 
ness. 

“Poetry is a testament to life that { was sick. That [ 
loved my father:That | wassadl That | was happy That 
lived.{can almost liken it to Google Photos, preserving 
memories.1 keep mine in poetryAnd every time [ r=- 
visitmy book.lam stunned by the rromess o the emo- 
tions. Even when I have long stopped feeling them. It 
isthen that | remember Iwas once happrg And if that 
pushesmetolive another daygods be good.” 

Poatryas abridga 
She says poetry is reaching out to beautiful souls 

you might never otherwise meet It s a persanal mis- 
sion. She wants someone who feels sick n the head to 
feel understood. Someone, regardless of social stand- 
ing.religious aMliation, or the divisions that separate 
us, tofeel represented. 
“There is something deeply comforting about 

Knowing another feels the same way you do, 
‘When you are standing at the edge and you read work 

| that says someone has stood there before you. you be- 
gin tolook for how they climbed out.Iwant someone 

| toread mywork and say’ feel ke this’And becmuse of 
that,choose tolive one more day” 
Her hope is simple: impact. For poetry to awaken 

firein whoever readsit, o be a tool for freedom. or at 
the very least, comfort. Ayebare hopes more people 
read poetryand letitin. 
“Ufyoumust write etit boil within me.Or at the very 

least, make me laugh. Let it inspire revolution. Let it 
ring through generations. Let someone find mean- 
ingin your work Let a ife be changed. Let an evening 
by the fire be warmed. Whether it eases an emotional 

| burden or awakens someone tostart an uprising, letit 

“Poetry is many things.But mostgitis life” 
Her long dream remains the Nobel Prize in Litera- 

ture, not as arrogance, she insists, but as direction. A 
star toaim for,the way Neruda once became hers. 

owned his work the | 

i poetryhearings 
| itmeans to belong to be bound together across differ- 
ence and distance,sharpened something in e that I 

| didnotknowneeded sharpening. 
“Unity is not a simple theme. I asks you tolook out- 

‘ward when poetry so often pulls you inward. 1 found. 
that tension rich.1 foundi necessary 1 hope we can 

showthe firein our spirit to whoever comesnext 
orwhoeverstands nearby” 

She returns often to the poets who shaped 
her: Poe,Frost, Plath, Neruda, Bukowski. 

Savingoneself 
“I am heavily influ- 

. enced by Bukowski, his 
Tawness, his personali- 
sation of poetr the way 
he refused to apologise 

.\ for what his life looked 

fortunate 

Fieicrospenin b ol Lot 
withit,one| poematatime” |, 

Lz 
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POETRY 
AS 
THERAPY 

“Pontry, for 
ma,istha- 
rapy. Writing 
isthorapy, 
The way 
someona 
might gat 
overwhel- 
medand 
sy, Inned 
adrink,| 

towrits! So 
badly.Inoo 
toput this 
into words 
befornit 
swnllows 
mawhola 
Ms Ayobars 
says. 
“Vknow thery 
inalong.im- "\ 
possible, 
inexplicably 
sadness tha 
affiicts us so- 
metimes. 1 
know about 
wanting to 
die, avon 
when poopls 
ask, What 
problams do 
youhave?' | 
know about 
suicide and 
darkem- 
otions. | 
know about 
love and pa- 
ronts, and 
the tarrorof 

onodaylo- 
singthom — 
of being an- 
chorsd by 
someons 
andlivingin 
foar of that 
anchor if- 
ting. 1 know 
psychologi- 
cal pain that 
pushesyou 
tosalf-harm 
asacoping 
mechanism, 
where every 
cutand the 

gushing of 
blood fesls 
like relief. | 
know mind 

) 

pain. 
“Tosay these 
things have 
beenfeltbe- 
fore—you 
areunders- 
t00d, whoe- 
verandwhe- 
reveryou 
are” 


