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This passage of Homegoing acts not only to introduce Ness, but also to depict the harshest 
effects of slavery, including relentless labour, subjugation, loss of family, and indeed, the 
loss of all connection to heritage and to identity itself. 

The novel is a harrowing portrayal of the impact of the slave trade down the generations 
and across two continents. Ness only knows her history from her mother Esi’s ‘solemn’ 
stories of the triangular trade; ‘never known to tell a happy story’, Esi’s stoicism is a silent 
shield against her despair. Dispassionate, devoid of drama or emotion, the stories of dead 
slaves ‘pressed like garlic’ upon one another speaks both of the tragedy and their numbing 
acceptance of it. Esi cannot offer lullabies to Ness, but instead her narratives are of ‘images 
of men being thrown into the Atlantic Ocean like anchors attached to nothing: no land, no 
people, no worth’.  They illustrate the erasure of identity, and of any value except as a 
commodity – and even then a cruelly disposable one. Even the introduction of TimTam, 
whose good humour offers a flicker of relief, only serves to show the slaves’ subjection to 
this value chain. Any ‘worth’ in these conditions could only be achieved by mastered slaves, 
such as TimTam, described as ‘the best gift [Tom Allan] ever received, better even than the 
gray-tailed cat… or red wagon’. The word ‘even’ betrays an incredulity on the slave’s part 
that he could be a better gift than an animal or an object. In the hierarchy of the 
dispossessed, even the relatively privileged -those with a ‘good master’- share the same 
subhuman status. 

Ness and Esi are further distanced from their heritage when they are forbidden to speak 
their native language, Twi, whose use is punished by beatings. Ness becomes ‘too scared to 
speak’, the fear of beatings depriving her of her very voice; the ultimate denial of self-
expression. Even her name, Maame, the only link to her family (it was her grandmother’s) is 
stripped from her after the Twi name is forbidden. Indeed, ‘Ness’ owes her new name to her 
mother’s pained blurt of the alien language, extracted under duress – the exclamation of 
‘goodness’ ironically extracted under the whip in a moment of evil. 

Esi’s rage finds a focus in the loss of her mother’s familial stone, a symbol of her loss of 
heritage; Ness’ loss of her name is paralleled by Esi’s loss of the real Maame. Poignantly, the 
unimaginable scale of the slaves’ loss of home, freedom, youth, history and family -including 
Ness’ loss of her own son Kojo- can only be encompassed and made comprehensible in the 
tangible dimensions of this lost piece of rock. Yet for all the horror in this extract, apart from 
Esi’s anger at being ‘cursed’, the tone is eerily dispassionate, the descriptions flat, matter-of-
fact. The voice is that of Ness herself; everything has been stolen from her, including her 
very capacity to feel her loss.  

For Ness, this anaesthetic of her soul may be as much a mercy as a curse. 

 


