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Micah Yongo

in conversation with Sanjida O’'Connell

SANJIDA O’'CONNELL: Hello. I'm Sanjida O'Connell, author of fiction and
non-fiction books; and under my pen name of Sanjida Kay, psychological
thrillers. I'm here with Micah Yongo, author of epic fantasy novels Lost
Gods and Pale Kings. Lost Gods was a Brave New Words finalist and
nominated for a British Fantasy Award. Micah is also a proud Mancunian
and a Manchester United fan, journalist, and videographer. We're
conducting this interview virtually. Micah is in Manchester and I'm in rural
Somerset. And for once, it's not raining in either of our normally rather

damp locations. So, Micah welcome to WritersMosaic.

MICAH YONGO: Thank you. Thank you. It's a genuine privilege, I'm very

excited.

SOC: I'm so pleased to talk to you. We'd wanted to connect a year ago at
the start of the pandemic, so it's taken quite a while to at least be able to
talk remotely. So, really pleased to have you on board on WritersMosaic.

Can you tell me the story of Lost Gods? What is it about?

MY: | mean, | guess Lost Gods is an epic fantasy as you say, and it
essentially follows the story of Neythan, who's the main protagonist. It's

kind of, in basic terms, a coming-of-age story. It's set in this kind of Middle



Eastern, pseudo—Middle Eastern, East African world of context. And it's
basically about Neythan discovering more about who he is and discovering
more about what the world around him is; and discovering, ultimately, that
it's not necessarily quite what he'd assumed, or been taught to believe that

it's like.

SOC: Although it's in the fantasy genre, it's a real blend of politics, religion,
warfare and, as you said, a coming-of-age story. And it's a quest, as
Neythan the central character, he journeys through the five realms; from
the Forests of Silences to the Ash Plains of Calapaar — if I'm pronouncing

that correctly?

MY: Yeah, yeah, that's right, yeah. And | think... I'm not sure... | wanted
the story... | think initially when | was writing it, | aimed for the story to
have a light touch in terms of the fantastical but for it to still have a lot of
those common tropes that would be recognisable from the genre; and

hopefully, it achieved that.

SOC: What would you say the common tropes are — for people who are not

readers or writers of fantasy?

MY: Yeah, | think very much hero; that | guess you know... | know Joseph
Campbell had that very sort of strong template about ‘the hero’s journey’
and | think, you know, people have a lot of different perspectives and
opinions on it, but | do think that that shape to things does pervade a lot of
what fantasy literature is ultimately about. And | think there’'s something
that's very interesting that can be played with and around in terms of how
we follow the protagonists in terms of exploring their own identity and also
doing it hopefully in a way that is reflected by influences that are outside of

the genre as well, which is something that | definitely wanted to do.



SOC: Yeah, | think Joseph Campbell’s story, the idea of story following a
hero and there are certain aspects to it. It's because he draws on myths,
so there's always going to be a villain; there's often a mentor character and
the story is in the form of a quest. And | personally find that very useful to
think about any story in any genre that I'm writing. Your hero, or your main
character, is ultimately going through a journey; and to think about those
different steps within it and whether they're going to be reflected in your
story, or not. | mean, after all, if you know that sort of mythic architecture,

you can decide whether to use it, or not.

MY: Yeah, yeah. And | think that's... | mean you used the word there,
‘mythic’... | think that's very much what it's about a lot of the time with
fantasy, or epic fantasy, at least anyway, in particular. And | think... | think
that's what ultimately does draw me to the genre. | love the idea of there
being some sort of underlying common architecture that transcends any
particular context — or genre, in fact, as well — that is about, | guess, in a
sense, exploring... exploring attributes of what it looks like to be human
ultimately; the things that are very common to all of our experiences,
embarking on a journey, having to depart from what's familiar to us in order
to discover something new, having to overcome challenges. | think those
types of things have always been things that | found interesting in story in

general and in mythology, in particular.

SOC: Yes, absolutely. And | was going to ask you about that because your
background is that your mother was from Nigeria, although you were born
in Manchester. So, I'm assuming that you've been influenced, to a certain
extent, by West African folk tales. | also grew up in Nigeria for part of my
childhood and | remember reading tales of the Spider Anansi, who at the

beginning of the story, makes this bargain with the gods. And | thought



maybe those folk tales were part of your inspiration for the world you've

created within Lost Gods.

MY: Yeah, | think very much so. | think it was something that | only really
kind of discovered either in retrospect, or maybe halfway through the story.
| think... | remember my mother telling me various little child’s tales and
stuff as we were growing up and about Anansi the Spider and other folk
tales as well from West African folklore primarily. | think that just became
part of the lens through which | viewed all stories. | never anticipated that |
would be a writer necessarily. | think I'd always had an interest in story, but
| never sort of viewed it through that specific discipline. | remember being...
| remember gravitating towards fantastical movies; | used to love the
Sinbad movies, for example, the Ray Harryhausen ‘stop motion’ type stuff.
It used to really excite me a lot of the times as a kid. And even just sort of
things that I'd seen of... | don’t know... music video like the Thriller music
video; things that just have this fantastical element to it. And | think a lot
that came from hearing those tales my mother was telling me as a child,
and also it came, | guess, in a sense from being aware of there being
another context that | belonged to because we were second generation of
immigrants — there being this other world that was running concurrent to
ours that we were part of, but were also at the same time estranged from.
So, | think that sense of there being some other place to explore, even if

only emotionally, was something that | ended up bringing to the novels.

SOC: Yes, | thought it was really interesting that you've written elsewhere
that your mother was from a place and knew a language that you had no
first-hand knowledge of and yet, it's obviously a part of you, it's a part of
your childhood, your upbringing. And so, the book... the books seem to be

an exploration of those hidden parallels that we often have within our lives.



MY: Yeah, and I'd love to be able to say that | was clever enough to figure
that out and do that intentionally but... [Laughs] it was very much an

accidental thing.

SOC: | think we often write in order to find out who we are and what we
think about things. We're sort of tapping into some of our unconscious
ideas and its specifically in this novel, the main character, Neythan, who's
an orphan and he's brought up by, hopefully I'm going to pronounce this

right, the Shedaim...

MY: Yeah, that's perfect.

SOC: ...who are a group of assassins. And obviously, that's a very different
upbringing to your own, but what it struck me was that it was a mirror in a
certain sense to this second-generation immigrant experience that you
were just talking about. You know, you've written before that ‘culture for
the diasporic is split, passed by the decoupling of place from heritage and
the tension that ensues between the two'. And so, what | thought was your

novel seems to be a man's search for belonging.

MY: Yeah, yeah, | think so. | think for Neythan... | think if the things that he
was... he's in search of could be distilled down to one thing, it would be
very much about belonging and very much about family; him being an
orphan, being born into a family — of sorts — but, ultimately, into a
community, a cabal of assassins that doesn’t really have a lot of those kind
of common traits of family that we would all value. So, | think he had this
awareness of lacking something inside of himself and that's very much part
of what's driving the impetus of who he is as a character and the decisions
that he makes and why he takes those choices. He's ultimately compelled,

to a large extent, about wanting there to be some... not necessarily family



but wanting there to be a right way in which things are. | think that's at the

heart of who he is as a character in a lot of ways.

SOC: | mean, it really struck me that one of the other tropes of fantasy
genres are that you're following a kind of mythological story, this quest
story with the hero, but also, it's about world-building. And | mean, | know
we all create worlds within our novels, but you have had the opportunity to
create a completely unique and original world and which, you said, was ‘a
little bit like the Middle East and a bit like Africa’. So, | wondered what was

the inspiration for that setting and how did you go about creating it?

MY: When... yeah, | think... | think | would say it's a combination of... |
guess some of the things that | was referring to before, actually, with those
old movies that | watched as a child. A lot of them are kind of set in Ancient
Greece or these type of mythological context[s], or the ones that we're
most used to hearing about in this part of the world anyway. So, | think part
of it was to... | wanted to be able to explore that type of texture in a world,
| guess. And then | also wanted to very much bring... bring to bear some
of the things that have been most cherished by me in terms of my own
upbringing and my own background. So, | wanted to... There's something
that is almost naturally narrative-oriented, or narrative-driven about West
African culture, in particular. Everything is about stories, you know: how
everybody makes sense of themselves, and how everybody celebrates
everything. There's always a story for everything. There's this tradition
where you have... a lot of the elders would gather together in the evenings,
for example, and they would just literally just tell stories, tell tales. And
they'd be communicating lessons ultimately for those who belonged to the
younger generation, but they'd be doing it in the form of proverbial
narratives of some kind. And so, | think | wanted that element... that sense

that the world itself is imbued with tales and histories and myths and



legends and stories. | wanted that to be very much a part of the character

of the world and for the world to be a character in novels, in a sense.

SOC: | was just wondering when you were thinking about creating this
world, were you... did you create it organically as you were writing, or did

you plan it in advance?

MY: It was a combination of both, actually. So, I... in terms of the actual
geography of the world, and some of the politics of the world, that's
something that | kind of planned in advance. But when it came to... | don’t
know, | guess some of the finer details [ | that were a part of the world. It's
something that | wanted to be writing almost in real time because | very
much wanted the reader to have the experience of discovering the world
through the eyes of Neythan, in particular, but all of the main characters
that are in the novel. So, | wanted there to be the sense of freshness that |
find it personally easier to appropriate and enthuse into my writing when
I'm actually discovering things in real time with the character themselves
and viewing it through how they were viewing it... how they would view it
rather. The things that would matter to them, the things that they would
notice... the things that they would not necessarily give as much attention
to. And so, yeah, | guess it was a combination. The geography was very
much set in stone before | started writing. But some of the details about
the different cultures that are in the story, for example... some of the
customs and the traditions and the different celebrations, things of that
nature; those were things that | was discovering and trying to source and
draw inspiration from other influences in my life in order to provide more

texture to, as | was actually writing the novel itself.

SOC: Did you feel in any way hampered because there are so few novels

by people from ethnic minorities at the moment? And in particular, there



are so few novels that are written in genre fiction, whether it's fantasy or
science fiction, from a black perspective, you know. There is starting to be
a rise in Afro-futurism and black speculative fiction; but even so right now,
2021, spring of 2021, only 2.5% of the novels coming out this spring are by

black authors.

MY: Yeah, which | do think is a great shame. | think it's paradoxically both
things. There is a sense of... | don't know... responsibility, | guess, that you
can feel like you're writing the story that you're writing because you're
trying to create something that you feel is going to be representative in
some sense. And, for me, | was wanting...this very desire is to write a story
that I, myself, would enjoy reading. Yes... but the kind of story that | felt
like | lacked as a younger person growing up. The kind of story that wasn’t
available to me — with characters and with people, populated by worlds and
concepts that would appeal directly to me. But, at the same time, | think
there's also something very liberating about it as well, because there's not
this aggregation of constraints, perhaps, about how the story needs to be
told. | could write in my own world, it can be its own entity, very different
with a statement and fresh. And just explore that; explore that using, as |
say, the influences and the things that are most precious to me... the things

that | value, or have valued, through my life.

SOC: And when you were writing, you said to me earlier that you... you
know, there's a certain amount of planning, but that you begin writing rather
than plot out the whole story in advance. And | was wondering what you
drew upon to create the central character of Neythan, you know. As you
were saying, he's quite conflicted in many ways in terms of his upbringing

and then the accusations that are quite quickly levelled against him.



MY: Yeah, yeah. | think... | know | might be circling back but | think for me,
Neythan is very much the immigrant experience. It's very much the sense
of him having two sets of parentage running concurrently within him as a
character in terms of the things that he's trying to reconcile himself to. On
the one hand, he feels very beholden and, | don’t know... | guess a sense
of reverence for the traditions that he's been taught. And on the other hand,
he's beginning to see, or understand how those traditions don’t necessarily
tessellate perfectly with the world that he's actually experiencing and
beginning to develop questions around that. And | do think that very much
mirrors that immigrant experience, because on the one hand you have
parents — your parents will have spent and invested so much in order to
create a new kind of life and you get the opportunity to enjoy a lot of the
fruits of that. But at the same time, their values and their priorities and
everything that they've grown up with and everything that's been a part of
how they see the world... you're aware that there's a disconnect in terms
of how you see it and that there’'s a space, a gap, an intersect that you're
having to... you're having to integrate their experience into your own, at the
same time as discovering the world for yourself through your own
perspective, because you are not coming from the same experience that
they came from. So, | think that sense of reverence for the past at the same
time as a desire to discover the future that made them... that | do think
was a part of Neythan's dynamic if you like. | felt like that was very much

inspired... again in retrospect I'm speaking... by that immigrant experience.

SOC: Yeah, that's beautifully put. And | also think it's probably an
experience that many young people from whatever background will go
through, as they're trying to break away from the values of their parents’
generation. And maybe that’'s why particularly in African cultures, they're

so... or there were in many tribes, a kind of initiation where young men



become seen as being men, in order to create that separation between the

generations and between yourself as a child and now becoming an adult.

MY: Yeah. Yeah, and | think that's perhaps why these stories are so
incredibly important for us, because we don’t really have... not to my
knowledge anyway... | don't really feel like we have something that is
cognate with that in our culture; that sense of passing a threshold into
adulthood. | think we have, you know, there are certain age thresholds that
we have but there’'s no ceremony rather. There's no specific communally
observed recognition of which one is transitioning from having been in one
stage of life into another different stage of life. And | think that's why stories
which seem to be narrating that experience in some way can be so
incredibly powerful and are often stories that we can gravitate to because
it is about trying to discover something more about who you are, who you

can be in the world.

SOC: Yes. Yes, definitely. | just wanted you to tell me a bit about yourself
as a writer. | mean, you're still a young man, but you came to writing

comparatively late. Can you tell me that story of how you began writing?

MY: Yeah, it's a riddle actually... yeah. | think when | was younger, | was
very much into physical things — things to do with sport, you know, things
that were very practical. Living in the here and now, | didn’t really feel the
need to dive deep into books; and | think literature and narrative and
storytelling are things that | came to later as life got harder. | was
encountering challenges and | wanted a different space to occupy... you
know, a form of escape, if you like. And stories became that for me in a lot
of ways. | had, like | said earlier, | had equated with stories before but just
in different formats you know; whether it's comics, or whether it's through

different movies, or things of that nature, as we all do: We all know story.

10



But | think | came to writing... it was actually through a conversation that |
was having with a friend, and | was having a series of really difficult
challenging times emotionally at one time, and they just basically asked me
to write it down... write it down but write it not in terms of trying to explain
it, or trying to describe it, but imagine if it was a living entity of some kind,
this problem that you're having. What would that entity look like? What
would it be? This enemy that you're feeling within yourself. And so, | did
that. And when | did that, their response was via email. Their response was
to just... | don't know... just to really kind of, you know, ‘Micah, this is
really, really, well-written. You're an incredible writer.” | guess | never really
sort of... | never really kind of heard that before. I'd never really paid
attention to that particular aspect or feature of my personality before.
Looking back in retrospect, I'm actually able to see that | was always...
[Laughs] | remember being in university. | studied Biological Sciences at
university and writing reports for experiments that | had done. And, on one
occasion, being sat down by one of my professors who was basically just
saying to me, ‘Micah, we need to amend the way in which you approach
writing. It's just a scientific report. Why do you have to write in such a
literary, flowery...? There's no need for you to be doing this." [Laughs] So,
| think... | think something in me had always had an instinct for literature,
or at the very least, an instinct for the beauty of words. The beauty of the
cadence of a sentence, the euphony of it, the music of it, things of that

nature.

And | think it took a while for me to, | guess, recognise that that was
something that | did care about; and that it had meaning, and it was
something | could actually give time to pursue. So, from out of that
conversation, or that email exchange rather, that | had with that friend, |
started writing just for fun, as a side hobby, if you like. And as | gathered

momentum doing it, | showed it to a few people and those people seemed

11



to have a positive response towards it... toward the story that | was writing.
So, | continued with the story. That hobby, that story eventually evolved
into being the... well at least being the basis of the manuscript that became
Lost Gods. So yeah, it was an accidental... an accidental pursuit that |

stumbled into, but it's been a very gratifying one to have stumbled into.

SOC: That's so funny because | also studied Biological Sciences and had a
very similar experience with my tutors who were saying, ‘Why are you

writing like this?’

MY: [Laughs]

SOC: 'This isn't how you write scientifically.” [Laughs] ‘Take all those
adverbs out and, you know, put it back into the, you know, passive voice or

something.’

MY: [Laughs]

SOC: [Laughs] Yeah... so but it's also about how you're perceived as a
young adult; | mean... if you've come from a family where writing may be
isn't an option or, like you said, that you were into sports, that maybe
writing wasn’t on your horizon as something that you could pursue as a

career, even though obviously you were really good at it...

MY: Yeah, yeah. | think that very much was the case in terms of... Yeah, it
just wasn't something that | had the opportunity to recognise about myself.
And | always get very jealous, actually, when | hear people... when | hear
other authors talk about how they came into writing. Because usually a lot
of the time especially in the fantasy genre, they'll have had an acquaintance

with... | don't know, all of the... you know they'll have main stories like
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they’ve loved since they were five or six years old; whereas that wasn't my
experience at all. It wasn’t until maybe 18, 19, early twenties, that these
things became things that | began to really cherish and enjoy and celebrate
and pursue. But yeah, | think a lot of it was just... Again, you know | was
talking before about the kind of stories that we get told. And there’s all
types of different stories that we encounter; not just fictional ones, we all
have tales that exist in the ether of the context that we're in. And | think
those stories really inform how we develop our understanding of the
pathways that are open to us. When we see characters, whether they're
fictional characters or characters in our actual lived life, what we see them
do, kind of provides, | guess, a constellation to navigate by... | don’t know,
a conduit that we can see open to ourselves. So, | think for me, | just didn’t
see that many people and that many stories or tales around me that
seemed to reflect me and demonstrate that this was a possibility. | didn’t
see characters from minority backgrounds in the fictional tales that | was
reading when | began reading them. And | didn't see people who were part
of my immediate context who were involved in these types of pursuits,

involved in literature.

SOC: No, and that seems to be something that is reflected time and time
again with writers who are coming to WritersMosaic and saying, "You
know, we didn't see ourselves, or people like us, reflected in literature
when we were growing up and we want to change that.’ | think it's a kind
of a powerful impetus for writing, but it's also a strange vacuum to grow
up in. So, you've written a number of pieces for us, for WritersMosaic, and
one of the pieces is called ‘The Black Man's Burden'. And part of that essay
is about empathy — the immersion of a writer in the imagined experience
of another. You wrote, ‘Stories are mechanisms of empathy as much as

ways to escape.’ So, | wondered if you could tell me a bit more about that.
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MY: | think that's what they are ultimately, especially... there's no other
storytelling discipline, | don't think, that allows you to so profoundly and so
deeply immerse yourself in the experience of another character, another
individual, than novels. | think they awaken, or they solicit those empathetic
muscles to actually be innervated, to be utilised in a way that | think very
few things do. And so, | think, in order to write well, even in order... the
actual act of reading, you're actually surrendering yourself to somebody
else’s experience, somebody else’s perspective, somebody else’s values,
priorities, goals, challenges, flaws, weaknesses, what have you. If there
was an uttermost human characteristic, perhaps that is it — the capacity to
imagine something that is beyond yourself. And | think we see that, we

grasp that, very readily when writing and reading stories.

SOC: And then to care... to care about that experience.

MY: Yeah. | don't think there is... You see, this is the thing... | don't think
there is understanding about caring. | think if we don’t care, | don’t think
we actually understand. And | think the amounts of times... for me, if I...
my favourite stories are the ones when | encounter a character that |
develop a particular feeling towards at the beginning of the story; and then
through the story, I'd be like a completely different feeling. And to me,
those are the stories that are really doing that work of narrative, they're
doing that work of drawing you into an experience that is not your own.
And as you do so, you cannot help, if you actually are connecting with that
character, you cannot help but care about it, whether you like the character

or you don't.

SOC: Yeah. Yes, | know that. That's so true. So, you sound like a
renaissance man! | mean, you've got a degree in Biological Sciences, you're

sporty, you write poetry, you take photographs, you're into videography,
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art, writing essays; you enjoy going to spoken word events, filming them...
that sounds like an awful lot to weave in with your novel writing and your
day job. How do you juggle all those different aspects of yourself, all those

different roles?

MY: Um... yeah, | don’t know... [Laughs] would be the honest answer. |
think in a lot of ways, I've just allowed myself to gravitate towards whatever
it is | gravitate towards. And | think in a lot of ways, it's always been an
accidental thing. The photography, for example, is something that | just kind
of stumbled into. It's something that | had seen other people doing and it
became something that | thought, ‘Oh, I'd like to try that." And | think,
similarly with poetry and with the other interests and pursuits that I've
developed over time, all of them have been things that |'ve just aggregated
over time, that I've kind of... like a magpie, I've decided that | like the look

of it, and I'd like to try it out.

SOC: So, what you are working on at the moment, Lost Gods and Pale

Kings are part of a trilogy, so... when can we expect the next instalment?

MY: I'm hoping next year... part of the juggling that you were talking about.
That's one of the things I'm working on. I'm also working on a story about
a... again, set in an African fantasy or African fantastical world... about a
female... a female young protagonist with memory issues. | think I'll just
say that. But yeah, | think, hopefully, it's going to be there next year. And
uh... but yeah, it's a bit of a journey at the moment, just sort of juggling the

time around... around there.

SOC: Well, thank you. It's been wonderful talking with you and thank you

so much for coming on to WritersMosaic.
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MY: Oh, thank you Sanjida. It's been a genuine pleasure.

A recording of this interview can be found at writersmosaic.org.uk
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