
8

C
IT

IZ
E

N
F

IR
S

T
T

u
e
s
d
a
y
,
J
a
n
u
a
ry

6
,
2

0
0

9
First for FEATURES

the mk mix
>> Film director and
screenwriter Segun

Oguntola arrived in Milton
Keynes in 2007 after

growing up in South East
London and spending five
years developing a film
industry in The Gambia,

West Africa.
>> He was immediately
struck by how so many

backgrounds and cultures
were represented in the
new city’s population –

and set out to find why so
many people come here to

make a new start, and
become part of the MK

mix.
>> The people Segun
meets feature in this

regular Citizen First focus.

>> What’s your background?
You could call me an artist of sorts. I

am Ghanaian, my parents were an airline
pilot and a business woman respectively.
My mother had farms, a trucking business
and a clothing business so I was fortunate
to go to a great boarding school and loved
it. I visited London a every third summer,
and visited a total of 14 West African coun-
tries. After school I did my national service
and there was the option to go into the
army, but I failed miserably – possibly be-
cause my mum prayed for that failure – but
probably because I had an opinion, a trait
the army didn’t find appealing. I joined the
teaching corps and we were sent to several
village schools.

During one of my teaching projects, I
ended up heading a team whose aim was
to redesign teaching aids that were relevant
to Ghana. I argued ‘A for Apple’ was not
relevant as we grew no apples there.

My team leader agreed and asked me
to design more appropriate options.

I also worked as a volunteer for the
drought and famine project in West Africa.
Those were interesting times. It was an
opportunity to see the real value of
humanity on a very basic level.

I saw everything that We Are The World
and Do They Know It’s Christmas was writ-
ten about. I also saw how far people were
prepared to go to help each other.

I am a self-taught fashion designer. I
suppose I had the advantage of being able
to go to my mum’s factory and ask the
tailors and pattern cutters to interpret my
designs.

I teamed up with two other friends from
school in the 1980s and we started our
own label Earth Wear.

I painted quite prolifically and sold
really well, especially in New York and New
Jersey in the mid-late 80s. Black America
was becoming very Afro-conscious. My
water colours and acrylics ended up on a
few walls.

My greatest life influence was my grand-
mother. She was a tough, wise woman who
always put things in perspective. She
taught me that If something needs doing,
do something about it or shut up, that neg-
ative acts leave longer memories, and that
not everything in your mind needs to be
heard because once it is out, you cannot
recall it.

I used to sit and read with her. We’d
also cook together. I would ask if I was
allowed to mix certain things together. She
would say: ‘Why don’t you find out?
Remember you bought or grew the food.
The food doesn’t own you, you own it.’

I came from a broken home but I was
never made to feel broken.

>> What attracted to you come to MK
in the first place?

I used to spend holidays with my
cousins in London. On one visit, I was told
they were moving from south London to this
place called Milton Keynes. I came for my
first visit in 1984, then in 1986. I loved it
so much. It was a place you could make
your mark. I am an artist, and I wanted a
frontier. We all choose our frontiers, Milton
Keynes is mine.

>> What’s the most striking differ-
ence you’ve found between MK and the
place where you’ve lived the longest?

I think I have now lived in MK longer
than anywhere else I have lived in my life. I
kind of like that.

>> Please tell us about all the ways
in which you are involved in MK life

Artist, poet, playwright, chef, teacher,
fashion designer, storyteller, event organ-
izer, father of four, husband, godfather to a
few, and lots of other stuff.

Soon to be film maker, I suppose. My
next projects are a musical called Jewel, a
play called What Black Women Want, a
remake of A Slave’s Story at The Stables in
October to launch the Festival Of Words,
more school projects and more collabora-
tive projects with other artists.

If it is my maker’s will, that will be a fine
start to 2009.

>> We’re interesting in highlighting
ways in which MK's diversity is working in
practice, so how far have you spread your
net so far?

I have seen enough of the world to
realise there are good and bad people
everywhere. Unless you are very unaware,
you actually have a choice as to who you
hang with.

With this question to a black man, if it
is to mean if I faced racism, the answer is
yes. Big deal, it is the racist’s problem
more than it is mine.

If the intention was to make me feel
less of a human, than it was time well
wasted.

The best way for anyone to exist in any
community anywhere is to be relevant.
Make what you bring to the table count. I
had the privilege of being brought up by par-
ents with unlimited vision. I refuse to label
myself as poor because I have so many
other forms of value,

I may be cash poor, but I am love rich,
family rich, friends rich and health rich. I am
emotionally, spiritually and creatively rich. I
am experience rich and happy rich.

It is an insult to my creator that I should
choose the least of my wealth to represent
what he made.

Funnily enough, I do not believe that you
can be whatever you want to be. That’s a
mantra that leads to frustration.

With all the help in the world I cannot be
the next Usain Bolt. I can, however, be the
best person to translate his life to script –
not that I intend to.

But I believe you can improve im-
mensely on what you have and you should
not allow others to set your goals for you.
Don’t hate them. That’s wasted energy.
Just smile and get on with life.

>> How easy have you found it to
settle here? Have you found the city
welcoming, have you made good friends
and contacts, have you experienced any
frustrations?

Anyone with a vision wider than their
immediate self will meet a bit of frustration.
My background – education and socially –
has always prepared me for frustration. It
just gives you something to conquer and
say: Told ya.

I will learn from anyone, and more pity
the person who will not learn. I truly believe
in being part of the community as a whole,
irrespective of ethnicity.

My indigenous culture is important to
me and I will share with all who want to

learn. But I want to learn yours, too.
I also believe it’s not ethnicity but

mindset that makes people compatible.
And talking about shared background, is it
my African-ness, my blackness, my artist-
ness or social status that determines my
shared background? Is it my faith?

Should my being a Christian limit my
ability to see the person in the non Christ-
ian?

I tend to deal with people on how they
treat me now, not on what someone’s
granddad did to mine.

I will be a fool not to have learned from
that history. I will be a greater fool to let
that be my limitation.

I cannot blame a person for the disre-
spect of their ancestor. I can, however,
have an opinion on how we interact now.

>> Are you planning to stay in MK for
a fixed time or do you think you’re here
for good?

I am almost a founding father. I am
planning to shoot my first movie, and I am
working on two plays and a musical in my
spare time.

I am launching The Festival of Words in
June – a two week festival of short stories,
poetry, lyrics, plays and storytelling. We will
have a city full of original new works, a seri-
ous literary festival.

>> If someone who had never been to
MK before was considering moving here
to make a new life, what’s the best piece
of advice you could give them?

Come and make it your own. Bring
something positively unique to this beauti-
ful place of possibilities. Leave old mind-
sets behind and grow. Grow with the new-
ness that surrounds you.

When I first came here, it was a city of
second chancers. Milton Keynes was still
trying to find its own culture.

In fact, some people were too embar-
rassed to be affiliated with the newness.

They claimed that their place here was
only a temporary measure. They are still
here.

Some of us loved this city and will help
it grow. This is a city of evolving cultures
and ideas. A creative space of genuine
possibilities. You can either see that or
you can let it slide.

>> Tell us something about the
city/country of your origins which only
a local would know, which you wouldn’t
find in the standard guidebooks

Kids make spinning tops out of old
snail shells,the people of Akropong re-
fused to convert to Christianity until the
missionaries could bring proof of ‘people
like us who believe in your God who al-
lowed people to be stolen.’ Jamaican evan-
gelists were brought to minister. There is a
beautiful valley in the Akuapim Mountains
called Jamaica.

It’s a vibrant storytelling culture. My
literature teacher took all 160 first year
students into a hall, without saying a word,
and wrote a poem on the board. I was
mesmerised.

He then said: Nobody leaves this room
till they have fully memorised these words.

Heaven is not reached in a single bound
We build the ladders by which we climb

The heights that great men reached and kept
Were not attained by sudden flight

But they while their companions slept
Were toiling upwards in the dark

We have no wings, we cannot soar
But we have limbs to scale and crawl.

The poem still drives me today.

>> You’re probably aware that MK
has a mixed reputation in the rest of the
UK because it’s so new and so different.
What would you say to people who can’t
find anything good to say about the city?

Grow up and get a life. You are respon-
sible for what you are. Even igloos and
Amazonian huts were planned.

If you find a blank canvas, add to it and
stop whingeing. I am fed up with the ‘there
is no culture’ brigade – people did not
leave Australia because there was no
recognisable culture. They made some.

Culture evolves anyway. When was the
last time you sat next to a pearly king or
danced around a maypole? Where was hip
hop culture 25-30 years ago? Where were
sushi bars 10 years ago?

If you can’t find culture you like, quickly
go start one before someone starts some-
thing else you don’t or cannot appreciate.
It’s the same mentality as traveling to Peru
and asking for fish and chips – it’s a
wasted Journey. Breathe in and make
happen. One love and God bless.

>> Yaw Asiyama is a writer, poet, performer, chef, teacher,
philosopher and Milton Keynes enthusiast who believes
that the city, like anywhere, is everything you make it.

The MK Mix is supported by
the award-winning Jaipur

Restaurant at Grafton House,
599 Grafton Gate East,

Central Milton Keynes, MK9
1AT. Phone: 01908 669796

Email: info@jaipur.co.uk

>> Would you like to put yourself in the MK Mix hotseat? All you have to do is ask –
email your request to first@mkcitizen.co.uk and we’ll take it from there. You can read

previous MK Mix interviews and find out more about the project at www.themkmix.co.uk

>> News:MK 372279 >> Adverts:MK 371133 >> www.miltonkeynes.co.uk


