
1

My favourite book

Derek Owusu

I started reading novels in 2015 while studying exercise science at the 

University of Bolton. This is my origin story. I didn’t go to university with 

plans to read. I was actually forced into going, with one cousin writing 

my personal statement, another calling up universities begging them to 

accept me as a mature student. Bolton said yes and I was driven all the 

way and told that I’d be picked up when I graduate. The introduction was a 

research methods lecture and, to get us into the habit of reading scientific 

journals, we were told to explore the library and read some books, prefera-

bly Dickens. I started with D.H. Lawrence, then moved on to E. M. Forster 

and Oscar Wilde. I had no idea I was reading classics or that some of these 

authors had been dead for decades. I had pictures and quotes of Oscar 

Wilde all over my dorm room, poor quality because I photocopied them 

from the library. Most mornings I would walk to the wall, nod good morning 

to a brooding Achebe, and then read the dialogue between Lord Goring 

and Phipps from the third act of Oscar Wilde’s An Ideal Husband. At this 

point I was googling ‘best books of all time’ lists, and one book appeared 

in almost every top five that sounded interesting based on the title alone: 

The Great Gatsby. I picked it up from the library and planned to read some 

of it during my shift at the university sports centre. When I was alone, I 

opened it up, began to read but was quickly annoyed that the introduction 

was going on for so long. So I decided to skip forward. I got to page 100 and 

it was still going. I looked at the cover properly and realised that I’d picked 

up a reading guide to The Great Gatsby and not the actual novel. The cover 

was a reflective gold and I must have just seen the name Gatsby and took 
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it home. I changed it up the next day and used my day off to try and read 

it cover to cover. I found it difficult and very confusing. The language was 

tough and a lot of the time I had no idea what being described, or of the 

sequence of events. I remember reading the pages describing Gatsby’s 

death over and over and still couldn’t figure out what had happened. But the 

mental flogging was worth it and eventually, it was clear. Although my first 

reading had me cooling myself flicking pages back and forth, I wanted to 

go through it again. I missed nothing this time and understood everything. I 

can’t describe in writing how much it moved me and the influence it has had 

without sounding over the top, but I can say I saw Gatsby as someone who 

could have lived in the same block of flats as me, someone from Tottenham 

to rate because he moved out of ends, threw penthouse parties and always 

wore shades that reflected money. Aside from the similarities of Gatsby to 

working-class man, the language that Fitzgerald used fascinated me enough 

to try and describe my world in words that many would find pretentious 

coming from someone like me, but it was still my voice speaking, wasn’t 

it? Well, not yet - but, soon, it would be. Particular feelings have the perfect 

corresponding words, no matter what your background is. We don’t borrow 

words, we own them. It’s unlikely I was Fitzgerald’s intended reader, but no 

matter. Gatsby has graduated from metaphor to mandem – a story I revisit 

often. The book is my Daisy, with everything I write an attempt to impress 

the past. 
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Derek Owusu is an award winning writer and poet from North London. 

He discovered his passion for literature late in life while studying exercise 

science at university. Unable to afford a change of degree, he began reading 

voraciously and sneaking into English Literature lectures at the University 

of Manchester.

Owusu has written poetry and short stories for the BBC and ITV and 

regularly features on literary prize judging panels. In 2019, Owusu collated, 

edited and contributed to SAFE: On Black British Men Reclaiming Space, an 

anthology exploring the experiences of Black men in Britain. His first novel, 

That Reminds Me, and the first work of fiction to be published by Stormzy’s 

Merky Books imprint, won the Desmond Elliott Prize for debut fiction, the 

judges praising it as a ‘transcendent work of literature.’ In 2020, Owusu 

was one of the founding members of the Black Writers Guild, whose forma-

tion was due to the lack of representation and inequalities that exist within 

mainstream publishing in the UK. In that same year he was a Book of Man 

‘Man of The Year’ for his writing and mental health advocacy.

A recording of this talk can be found on the WritersMosaic website at 

writersmosaic.org.uk
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