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INTRODUCTION

BY CHARLES DE LINT

It’s hard to believe that it’s been twenty-four years since DAW Books published the first Imaro novel (though of course, Imaro stories had already been appearing in small-press magazines for at least a decade before that). What I find even harder to believe is that, in all that time, there have been so few fantasy novels based on the rich and fascinating cultures and mythic matter of Africa.

But I’m not surprised that no one has yet come close to bringing it to life so well as Charles R. Saunders.

Like many of us working in the small press at the time, Charles was inspired by the work of Robert E. Howard when he first began to write. But while Howard was, and Charles is, a born storyteller, that’s pretty much where the similarities end.

“The trouble,” he used to tell me in those days, “is that there are so few black characters in fantasy or sf who actually matter.”

So Charles started creating them – not so much to provide character identification for other black readers, as that this was a way he could “read” these kinds of stories himself. And in the process he discovered an abiding love for the cultures, traditions, and mythological matter of Africa that continues to this day.

The first thing he understood was that there is no single “African” culture. Like the tribes of the North American Indian (who are also lumped together in many people’s minds as having only one culture), the peoples of Africa are part of a wide spectrum of cultural identities as rich and diverse as those of any of the world’s other continents. From Yoruba creation myths to Anansi trickster tales, from the Dogon temples of Mali to the palaces of sultans on the Swahili coast, from the Masai tribes of the Serengeti to the pygmy bushmen of the Kalahari – Africa has enough cultural, historical, and mythological wealth to fuel the stories of a thousand writers.

Charles delved into this material, mixed it with a brew distilled from what he learned reading the heroic fantasies of Howard, Fritz Leiber, and other classic masters of the field, then put his own inimitable stamp upon it all to create the world of Imaro and the characters who inhabit it. Bandits and warriors, priests and strange monsters, loyal retainers and back-stabbing traitors.

And towering above them all is the character of Imaro himself – still a youth when we meet him in the book you’re about to read, headstrong, and certainly out of his depth at times, but already a man, willing to grow and learn. A warrior who seeks peace. An outsider who has been denied the companionship of family and tribe, and so has to create his own.

I’ve never understood why these books have languished out of print for so many years. For me they rank at the very top of the heroic fantasy field, not simply because the storytelling is so immediate and absorbing, but for the fresh wealth of culture and myth to be found in their pages, and the sharp insights into the human spirit that Charles brings to each character.

I know why the initial DAW sales stalled and died – that’s simply the vagaries of the publishing field. By the time the second book came out, the first was no longer in print, so any reader who wasn’t there at the beginning (snatching up a copy from that initial small print run), could either enter Imaro’s world in what felt like the middle of the story, or turn to some other series where they were able to buy the first book.

Unfortunately, most people don’t like missing the beginning, and so the series floundered.

Their loss, you might say to those folks. But it was our loss, too, because Imaro’s full story was never completed at DAW, and to all intents and purposes, Charles vanished from the fantasy field.

But he never stopped writing. He simply turned to writing about other things.

Moving from Ottawa, Ontario, to Halifax, Nova Scotia, in the eighties, he wrote copy, columns, and op-ed pieces for the local newspapers there. He published a number of nonfiction books: Africville: A Spirit That Lives On (1989) to accompany an exhibition relating the history of an indomitable black Halifax community, leveled by the local government under the guise of “progress”; Share and Care: The Story of the Nova Scotia Home for Colored Children (1994), a superb history of the neglected and unwanted children of Nova Scotia’s black community; and Black and Bluenose: The Contemporary History of a Community (1999), an insightful and passionate collection of his columns and op-ed pieces.

And he continued to write fantasy.

Besides preparing these new editions of the Imaro books, and also working up a Dossouye novel (she was the lead character in another story-cycle from his small-press days), for many years Charles has been working on a stunning series of high fantasy novels combining Celtic and African mythology. I’ve read portions of them in manuscript form, and they easily rank among my very favorite novels, period.

It’s my fervent hope that the book in hand will be a rousing success. First, because it, and Charles, deserve that success.

But I also hope that it will provide the impetus for our finally getting the whole story of Imaro out in book form. And then, that it will also pave the way for the publication of these new books he’s been working on. Lord knows, the field needs the fresh and discerning insights that only Charles R. Saunders can bring to it.

I’m speaking sincerely here, but I’ll also admit a certain bias – and privilege. Charles and I have been pals since the mid-seventies – his moving to Halifax didn’t change that. We published our own small-press magazine together, inspired by other great little zines like the late Gene Day’s Dark Fantasy. We shared our stories with each other – a process from which I learned a lot more than I think he did, since he was already a far more accomplished writer than I was in those days. We helped each other move (and there’s a true sign of friendship: helping to move another bibliophile’s library) and spent a lot of time just hanging out, talking about this love we had for the field. This love we still have.

Since those early years, his level of craftsmanship has certainly risen, but the power and intensity of his stories remains unchanged. And the rich tapestry of his settings and characters has only deepened.

That doesn’t surprise me.

Because Charles remains that born storyteller he was when he first set pen to paper all those years ago. He’s one of those gifted writers who can tackle any subject, in fiction or nonfiction, and make it engrossing. At times, even inspiring.

I, and the few others lucky enough to read his manuscripts, already know this. But it’s high time the rest of the world has the pleasure to discover this as well.

– Charles de Lint

Ottawa, summer 2005


REVISITING IMARO

BY CHARLES R. SAUNDERS

“You can never go home again …”

“If only I could go back and do it over …”

“If I knew then what I know now …”

Such are the laments of the lost past. The truism states that the past is gone, finished, done and cannot be undone. For a writer, however, the iron in which that truism is clad is not unbreakable. A writer can go home again, do it over again and apply the experience of the present to the circumstances of the past. On the blank page, all things are possible.

But sometimes, a writer can forget that basic tenet of the craft. And a catalyst is needed to rediscover it.

During the summer of 2003, I received an e-mail from a young Australian named Benjamin Szumskyj. Unbeknownst to me, Ben had discovered my long-out-of-print Imaro novels, and they had made a favorable impression on him. He wanted to see the entire Imaro saga – the three published novels, the published short stories, and the unpublished Imaro material, including a complete fourth novel and an uncompleted fifth one – in print, rather than have them continue to languish in used bookstores and my trunk.

There was a time when my own desire to reach that goal was no less fervent than Ben’s. But by the summer of 2003, that desire had long since ebbed. And I didn’t think either Imaro or I could go home again.

A little background music, Maestro …

Imaro and his milieu came into being during the early 1970s, a time when the fantasy genre was on a feverish roll, fueled by the popularity of Robert E. Howard’s Conan stories and J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy. Fantasy paperbacks filled the shelves in bookstores, and I read as many of them as my money could buy. Back then, I was more attracted to Howard’s sword-and-sorcery subgenre than I was to Tolkien’s high fantasy.

Inside most, if not all, fantasy readers, a fantasy writer lurks, waiting to be unleashed. I was no different. However, the fantasy I wanted to write was, indeed, different.

Of course, that’s what they all say. But my ideas really were different. And “they all” say that, too, right?

Fantasy was not my only consuming interest at that time. I was also very much absorbed in African history, culture, and mythology. I can’t remember the exact, “eureka” moment, but sometime in 1970, the Imaro character emerged from the depths of my subconscious, and his story demanded to be told.

Imaro would be the anti-Tarzan, and the setting in which his story unfolded would be an alternate-world Africa rather than an imaginary prehistoric era of the Earth we know, as was the case in Howard’s Hyborian Age and Tolkien’s Middle Earth. Imaro’s Africa, which I named Nyumbani, would serve as an antidote to the negative stereotypes about the so-called “Dark Continent” that crept – advertently and inadvertently – into the fantasy world of far too many other writers.

In 1971, I began to write Imaro stories, and other African-oriented fantasy tales as well. During the mid-1970s, my stories appeared in various small-press magazines, and eventually they made it into mass-market anthologies such as The Year’s Best Fantasy Stories and Swords against Darkness.

By the early 1980s, I had stitched some of the previously published stories together to create two novels – Imaro and Imaro II: The Quest for Cush, which were published by DAW Books in 1981 and 1984, respectively. DAW published the third novel in the series, Imaro III: The Trail of Bohu, in 1985. The third one was all original, with none of its content adapted from previously published stories.

However, Imaro’s shelf life ended with the publication of the third novel, even though I had completed a fourth volume of the Ilyassai’s adventures, and was partway through a fifth one. The books did not sell well, and DAW declined to publish the fourth Imaro novel.

Looking back, I can attribute that outcome to the vagaries of the publishing industry, and the “vagueries” of my life.

First, the vagaries. DAW had attempted to market the first Imaro volume as “The Epic Novel of a Black Tarzan” – much to my chagrin, as that gambit was antithetical to the message I was trying to convey. And I wasn’t the only one dismayed. A threat of legal action from the estate of Tarzan’s creator, Edgar Rice Burroughs, put an end to DAW’s plans to include the “Black Tarzan” blurb on the cover of the first Imaro novel. The need to redo the cover so that the blurb read “The Epic Novel of a Jungle Hero” delayed the release of the book by a month, which led to subsequent distribution problems.

As for the “vagueries,” because of personal problems and a lack of discipline, it took me far too long to produce the second Imaro novel, so it reached the stands three years after the first book, which had more or less disappeared. I finished the third book much faster, and it came out only a year after the second one. But for DAW, the die was cast: the sales numbers simply did not add up, and they declined to publish the fourth novel. Other publishers weren’t interested in picking up the series.

And that looked like the end of Imaro. Obviously, that was a turning point in my life as a writer. I branched out into other areas of the field, ranging from screenplays to journalism, with varying degrees of success. Imaro drifted farther and farther away, until he became what I thought would be permanently unfinished business.

And that’s where matters stood with Imaro when Ben’s e-mail appeared on my computer screen.

As I read the e-mail, Ben’s genuine enthusiasm for Imaro rekindled a spark in me that had long lain dormant, deep in the part of my subconscious from which Imaro had come. Yet even as that spark flickered back into life, I was preparing to send Ben a reply that would say that Imaro was retired, and part of my past, and I did not want to bring him into the present.

The reason for my reluctance was that during the years between the writing of the fourth and part of the fifth Imaro novels in the mid-1980s, and the arrival of Ben’s e-mail in the summer of 2003, the real world had crashed headlong into the world of my imagination, leaving me caught on the horns of a moral dilemma.

More background music …

As I was developing the alternate-Africa Nyumbani setting for Imaro’s adventures, I followed the Robert E. Howard recipe for world-making: take one part of real-life history and mythology, including names; and one part of purely imaginary elements, including names. Mix these ingredients well in the imagination; then serve on the printed page.

Many factors figured in the creation of Imaro’s milieu. I had already done extensive reading in African lore, sampling everything from Basil Davidson’s The Lost Cities of Africa and W.E.B. Du Bois’s The World and Africa to the back issues of National Geographic, which used bookstores once sold for a quarter apiece. I found there was enough information available to imagine several alternate Africas. The task of winnowing it down to what was needed for one such world wasn’t easy.

That world, Nyumbani (which means “home” in Swahili), took shape as an amalgam of the real, the semi-real and the unreal. As my imaginary continent, and Imaro’s place in it, developed, I included altered versions of some of the real Africa’s most iconic ethnic groups and historic kingdoms and civilizations. For example, Imaro’s people, the Ilyassai, are a thinly disguised version of the Masai, of lion-slaying renown. Cush is Kush, an ancient black civilization that was contemporaneous to Egypt. Both spellings of the kingdom’s name can be found in history books. Howard included Kush, spelled with a “K,” in his Hyborian Age, and I placed Cush, spelled with a “C,” in Nyumbani.

And then there were the Watusi. Before the 1994 genocide that occurred in Rwanda, the Watusi, more correctly known as the Tutsi, were an almost mythical people even in the real world: a regal tribe of people who averaged seven feet in height, lording it over a normal-sized people called the Hutu in the twin Central African states of Rwanda and Burundi.

A movie adaptation of H. Rider Haggard’s novel King Solomon’s Mines had further embedded the “Watusi” image in North American popular culture. There was even a hit rhythm-and-blues song and dance craze during the early 1960s called the “Watusi.”

At the time I was beginning to draw my mental map of Nyumbani – the early 1970s – a Hutu rebellion had overthrown Tutsi rule in Rwanda, but not Burundi. The romanticized image of the “Watusi” remained, but events in other parts of post-colonial Africa pushed the Hutu-Tutsi conflict into the background.

I incorporated the “Watusi” into Imaro’s world because I wanted to reinterpret the legend in a way different from the Haggard version of the people, just as Nyumbani itself was, in part, a reaction against the way Africa was depicted in Burroughs’ Tarzan novels, which turned the continent into a gigantic jungle theme park full of ferocious beasts, savage black tribes, and lost white civilizations.

In the Nyumbani setting, the Tutsi/ “Watusi” became the “Mwambututsi,” the Hutu the “Kahutu,” and their kingdom Ruanda, which is the French spelling of Rwanda. The story in which Imaro encountered the Mwambututsi was called “Slaves of the Giant-Kings,” and it appeared in a small-press publication during the mid-1970s, and was later included in the first Imaro novel. In the story, Imaro leads a rebellion of Kahutu slaves against their Mwambututsi masters in a gold mine that did not belong to King Solomon. He also meets the love of his life – a Kahutu woman named Tanisha. At the end of the story, the Mwambututsi are massacred – but only at the gold mine, not throughout their entire kingdom.

When I wrote “Slaves of the Giant-Kings” in the 1970s, and when its modified version appeared in the first Imaro novel in the 1980s, I had no way of foretelling the horror that was to come in 1994, when 800,000 Tutsi and moderate Hutu were slaughtered by Hutu extremists. The reality of that genocide was worse than anything I, or any other writer of fiction, could have imagined. As I read the horrific stories and saw the gruesome pictures of the unfolding tragedy, my shock, horror, and sadness were profound.

At the time of the Rwanda genocide, the three published Imaro novels were out of print. I had entertained sporadic thoughts of reviving them, but those considerations ended as the impact of the events in Rwanda hit home. My fiction had inadvertently crossed the border into reality, and there was no way I could allow “Slaves of the Giant-Kings” to go into print again. To do so would have given the impression that I was trying to exploit the Rwanda genocide, even though the story was first written nearly twenty years before the event.

I was, of course, loath to leave Imaro’s saga unfinished. But the beginning was, in my mind, fatally flawed because reality had superseded fantasy.

As the years passed, several solutions to the “Slaves of the Giant-Kings” dilemma crossed my mind. But I discarded each one as inappropriate.

Perhaps an author’s note explaining that “Slaves of the Giant-Kings” had been written well before the real-life Rwanda genocide, and was in no way intended to exploit that tragic event?

No. The story makes me uncomfortable now; it cannot be explained away so glibly.

Change the names of the “Mwambututsi” and “Kahutu” ethnic groups, and the “Ruanda” kingdom that was the setting for the story?

No. That would be too much of a cop-out.

Dispense with the height disparity between the overlords and their subjects, which would eliminate the Hutu-Tutsi identification?

Tempting, but no. The height difference was a key dynamic underlying the original story. Without it, the tale would fall as flat as a tire that had spring a leak.

Delete “Slaves of the Giant-Kings” from the narrative altogether?

Impossible. “Slaves of the Giant-Kings” was the story in which Imaro and Tanisha met. Without that background, she simply pops up in the narrative, with no context to explain her presence.

There was another option that I overlooked, perhaps because I was thinking inside the box instead of thinking creatively. It was an alternative that did not occur to me until my fingers were poised on the keyboard, about to write Benjamin Szumskyj an e-mail thanking him for his interest in Imaro, but also telling him, regretfully, that the Ilyassai had to remain in retirement, for the above-stated reasons.

At that moment, a stray neuron fired in my brain. And the e-mail Ben received that day was not the one I originally planned to write.

Sometimes, the simplest solution to a problem is also the most elusive. That flash of a neuron told me that the way out of my dilemma was to eliminate “Slaves of the Giant-Kings” from the first Imaro novel – and replace it with a new story, in which Imaro and Tanisha meet under different circumstances.

In my e-mail to Ben, I explained my dilemma, and informed him of my plan to write a substitute story – for which not even the glimmer of an idea had yet occurred. Ben wrote back, saying he understood my problem with “Slaves of the Giant-Kings,” and that he agreed with my proposal to write a replacement story. His enthusiasm to get the entire Imaro saga, published and unpublished, into print remained strong, and it rubbed off on me.

So now, the ball was in my court. I had not written a word of new Imaro material in eighteen years, and I had become resigned to the probability that I would never write about him again. I had buried him in my subconscious, and I wasn’t certain that I could bring him back to life.

However, my Ilyassai friend proved to be tenacious. Slowly, then more quickly, the substitute story took shape, germinating from elements of “Slaves of the Giant-Kings” that were not directly related to the Hutu-Tutsi conflict. Imaro had not lain totally fallow all those years, and it turned out I had more to say about him. Before I knew it, the substitute story had grown into a novella, which I decided to call “The Afua.”

Thus, the Imaro saga had changed. But that course of action opens the door to controversy of a different, and definitely milder, sort from anything that might have arisen from leaving “Slaves of the Giant-Kings” in the novel.

To revise, or not to revise? Is it acceptable for a fiction writer to alter an already-published piece of work? There are conflicting answers to that question. On the one hand, there is the argument that once a work is published, it should not be touched because it embodies what the author had to say at that point in time, and it should remain as it was – untouched, and not second-guessed later in life.

Then there’s the other side of the argument, which holds that freedom of expression and creativity does not come to an end once a work is published; and if the writer decides to revise, rewrite, or revisit previously published material, that is his or her prerogative.

When I decided to write “The Afua,” I placed myself irrevocably in the latter camp. You can’t get much more revisionist than substituting a new story for one that was previously published. And that isn’t all that has changed in this revisitation of the first Imaro novel.

The insertion of “The Afua” created a ripple effect that necessitated changes in the rest of the first novel’s narrative flow. As well, because of the altering of the circumstances under which she and Imaro met, Tanisha’s character has changed substantially. Although her name and her physical appearance remain the same, Tanisha is a completely different person now. The way Imaro interacts with her is different, as well.

Imaro’s character has changed, too. Not to worry – he’s still the “Baddest Man on the Planet.” However, his experiences in “The Afua” affect him in a way that is not quite the same as the events and aftermath of “Slaves of the Giant-Kings.” Unlike Tanisha, Imaro remains essentially the same person. He is a little more mature now than he was when I first wrote about him – hopefully, a reflection of his creator’s own character development.

And there was more development to come.

After “The Afua,” my work on Imaro wasn’t yet done, though I didn’t know it. In the original novel, and the revisit as well, I gave short shrift to a pivotal part of Imaro’s life – the betrayal and defeat of the bandit army Imaro led, and the survivors’ subsequent repudiation of him. Jeremy Lassen, the editor at Night Shade, suggested that this story needed to be told in full. After reflecting for about two seconds, I agreed, and wondered why I hadn’t seen that gap in the narrative myself.

Now, that story has, indeed, been told, in a new segment of the novel titled “Betrayal in Blood.”

Jeremy had another insight, which was a bit further outside the box. The events in “Betrayal” constitute the end of the first phase of Imaro’s life. Jeremy suggested that “City of Madness,” the last segment of the original novel, is really the beginning of his next phase. Therefore, “City of Madness” is now the start of the second Imaro novel, The Quest for Cush, rather than the end of the first one.

In the end, the revisit of Imaro involved more than a matter of copyediting my work decades later, although that has been part of the process, especially in the sections leading up to “The Afua.” It’s more a matter of applying what I know now to what I created then.

The ripple effects of “The Afua” and “Betrayal in Blood” will be evident in the subsequent Imaro novels. As a whole, this revisit is not a matter of pouring old wine into new bottles; it’s a matter of improving the vintage that’s already there.

If Ben had not sent that momentous e-mail, the wine of the Imaro novels would have remained the same, and the bottles would have stayed in the cellar. This revisit owes a great deal to Ben; without his initiative, it would never have happened.

As I survey the three-decade gap between the creation of Imaro and this revisit, I see changes great and small – starting with me. The fires of righteous indignation that motivated me during the early 1970s have been banked by the passage of time, but they have not been extinguished. My reasons for writing the Imaro stories remain the same. Essentially, I am writing the stories I wish I could have read back in the days when I first encountered fantasy and science fiction.

However, the social and cultural context has changed immensely since the 1970s, and so has the genre. The grievances I had then are, for the most part, gone now. Following in the large footsteps of pioneer Samuel R. Delany, writers such as Octavia Butler, Steven Barnes, Tananarive Due, and Nalo Hopkinson have ensconced the African, African-American and Caribbean experiences firmly into the science fiction/fantasy genre. And in her Dark Matter anthologies, Sheree Renee Thomas has unveiled a plethora of new writers of African descent.

Also, in the works of writers of other ethnic backgrounds, nonstereotyped black characters appear with varying degrees of frequency. In one interesting twist, Joe Lansdale wrote a Tarzan novel in which the ape-man encounters a lost African civilization that is black, not white.

In this more diverse literary landscape, I believe there is still room for a revisited Imaro to roam.

As I mentioned earlier, I have always considered Imaro to be unfinished business, and as the years passed, it seemed that he always would be. Now, thanks to Benjamin Szumskyj and Night Shade Books, I can, indeed, go home again and finish Imaro’s journey.
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