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    FOREWORD


    How to give outside of a pandemic


    I FIRST MET JANE Evans one dark night on a Free State farm. It was my first job after returning from studies in the United States, one that entailed giving what the USAID-funded firm called ‘technical assistance’ to non-governmental organisations providing education to black South Africans. Nelson Mandela had been released from prison but the first democratic elections still lay ahead. Things were tense in the country and Viljoenskroon, in the northern Orange Free State, was precisely the kind of place in which an armed right-wing group called the Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging would patrol the town against black locals and the coming ‘terrorist takeover’ about which these men had been brainwashed.


    So, to be honest, on the drive from Johannesburg to the Evans farm I was a little on edge. A black man staying overnight on a white family farm in a rural province known for its racial backwardness was not exactly something to look forward to. The doors of the main house on Huntersvlei Farm swung open and there were Jane and Anthony Evans. That was the other shock. I had thought of these rural farms as being owned by heavy-duty Afrikaner men, the ones who offloaded in central South Africa while the rest of the Voortrekkers pushed on northwards towards Pretoria. I certainly did not expect a Rhodes Fellow with a degree from Oxford and a journalist who once did the women’s pages for an English newspaper in Johannesburg to be comfortably ensconced in a small town named for an Afrikaner farmer called Viljoen with a horse named Crown (the ‘kroon’ part of the town’s name).


    Little did I know that Jane and Anthony were to become close friends over the next few decades and that we would work together closely in bringing education to young children and training to women who would become leaders in early childhood development in the province and throughout South Africa. Among them would be remarkable black women – at one moment the wives of farm labourers and the next travelling overseas to present their development work at international conferences. That, in sum, is everything you need to know about Jane Evans and the incredible work of transformation that she has accomplished in South African education. This is a book that tells Jane’s powerful story in the form of a moving and transforming memoir that at various moments had me in tears and at the end inspired me with renewed hope for our country.


    This memoir is, however, different from the many others for which I have written forewords. To begin with, the writing is beautiful, even exquisite, drawing one into the story because of how it is told. No doubt Jane’s skills as a writer explain the quality of the story, but it is also because of her sincerity as a person. She does not flinch from telling her story in the context of Old World patriarchy and the chauvinism of influential men as she encounters them in the course of her life. Nor does she hold back from throwing light on the ordinary racism of the rural hinterlands as it impacts the black South Africans who work with the Evans family on their Huntersvlei Farm.


    She writes about racism and sexism with the kind of the restraint but also self-awareness that makes the telling so much more powerful than that which comes with the rage and indignation of ordinary writing. I would not judge those who write about hurt and humiliation with the pen of rage but often that kind of writing stirs common passions at the expense of deeper insights into the invisible infrastructures of oppression that sustain the status quo.


    Jane’s story is therefore not the usual memoir variety of ‘then-this-happened-then-that-happened’, but an eye-opening account of living and learning in the changing contexts of South Africa before and since the end of apartheid. A simple visit to grieve a passing soul in the township of Rammulotsi, where the black residents of Viljoenskroon live, is described so vividly as to reveal the contrast between privilege and poverty without the need to preach about the blight of inequality.


    Which brings us to the central question in Jane’s compelling story: How do you give in ordinary times? The COVID-19 pandemic is extraordinary, the first of its scale in a century. At the time of writing more than 46 million people had been infected with the novel coronavirus and more than 1 million had died. Faced with this existential threat to communities and whole countries, South Africa’s rich have given spectacular amounts of money to the Solidarity Fund and countless development agencies.


    What Jane’s memoir reveals is how to give in ordinary times; here, in the Evanses’ contribution to education and development in South Africa, I find five useful lessons. First, give where you are. They give on the farm to those who labour and manage in their sphere of influence. So often audiences ask me, ‘What can we do to help in education?’ Simple: give where you stand, where you work and where you live.


    Second, give for the long term. The Evanses’ model of giving is to invest in the education of the youngest children knowing full well that, if the foundations are laid for further learning, then the chances of academic success over time are much more likely.


    Third, give to build communities. What Jane and Anthony did was to locate early childhood development centres within communities so that everybody gains and develops in the process – the children, the trainers, the parents, the caregivers and those who supply food and equipment.


    Fourth, give through involvement. The Evanses could have done what so many other wealthy people do: drop off resources at the point of need and hope for the best. Jane throws herself into the work of early childhood education. She lives and learns with her colleagues. Her contribution, more than financial resources, is herself.


    Fifth, give to replace yourself. This is a crucial insight from Jane’s contribution to the people on and around the farm. She consciously trains young black women for leadership at the level of governance, management and administration of the project. When Jane stepped back after many years, I know it was difficult for her given her emotional investment. But I also know it was inevitable, for this approach to development is who Jane is as a development activist – somebody who develops others in order to hand over to others.


    You will not find a moralising tone in this exceptional memoir. Jane writes about her life with humility and gratitude. In the process, she tells of her place in a broken country and her mission, with Anthony, to rebuild South Africa following the devastation of apartheid.


    I cannot recommend this hopeful book more highly in these uncertain and anxious times because, as Jane reveals, we have been here before.


    Jonathan D Jansen


    Stellenbosch University


    May 2020

  


  
    


    My dear young people: I see the light in your eyes, the energy of your bodies and the hope that is in your spirit. I know that it is you, not I, who will make the future. It is you, not I, who will fix our wrongs and carry forward all that is right with the world.


    – Nelson Mandela

  


  
    PROLOGUE


    IT STARTED SLOWLY. A tremble, almost imperceptible at first. Then the earth began to shiver, as if shrugging off a burden that lay hidden deep within. And then came the shaking. I reached out my arms to steady myself, and watched, transfixed, as the tall glasses of Coke and Fanta, condensation running down their sides, rattled and slid to the edge of the tray on the table in front of us. I stood up. I wanted to run outside. Someone pulled me back into my soft leather chair.


    ‘Jesus, sweet Jesus!’ a woman cried out, as she put her hands together in prayer. We were sitting in the home of Rebecca Sothoane, in the township of Rammulotsi in the Free State. She had died at the age of 73, and I had come to pay my respects to her family. Gold-coloured curtains, with delicate white netting behind them, were pulled to the side of each window. The television held pride of place in the centre of the room. And now, with the rumbling, the jittering, the clinking of crockery all around us, it felt as if the walls themselves were going to come tumbling down and destroy all of that in an instant. But just as quickly as it had started, the shaking stopped. The sudden silence was broken by Rebecca’s daughter, Josefina, who smiled shakily at me and said, ‘It’s my mother. She’s come to say she’s so pleased you’re here.’


    In fact, on that day in 2014, it had been an earthquake – the strongest to hit South Africa in 45 years, a 5.5 on the Richter scale, jolting the ground all the way from its epicentre in the gold-mining town of Orkney – that had disrupted my visit to Rebecca’s home. And yet, I could feel her spirit, even all those years later, in the way she had moved and shaken my world and helped me find a purpose and mission in life.


    It seemed almost impossible that 38 years had passed since Rebecca, a farmworker, hoeing the fields from dawn to dusk, had sat with me, a 28-year-old, brand-new farmer’s wife, in my study on the farm. Freshly transplanted from my career as a journalist and women’s pages editor for the Rand Daily Mail in Johannesburg, I was out of place with the rhythms of life on the land. My world had been one of early morning traffic, exhaust fumes, headlines and deadlines, fast-paced and filled with the cut and thrust of politics and society; Rebecca’s world was governed by patterns of weather, the planting of seeds and the harvesting of crops, rising before the sun to make a fire to heat water, cook breakfast and get everyone on their way to school and work in the early-morning mist before her own day could begin. As we sat and talked on the farm, we found common ground in our concern for the generation that would come after us: the children on the farm. Our grand idea, our big dream, was to establish a nursery school for these children, to stimulate them with play, teach them basic concepts, and get them ready for the greater challenges of the school system and life. It didn’t occur to us that it might have seemed overly ambitious, maybe even far-fetched, at the time. When I suggested that the children’s mothers could perhaps fill the role of teachers, Rebecca widened her eyes and looked at me, aghast. ‘Most of them can’t read or write!’ she said.


    Back then, in the mid-1970s, at the height of apartheid, education provided by the government for black children in South Africa was dismal at best, and non-existent at worst. Black children, according to the Bantu Education Act of 1953 – one of the most scandalous of the apartheid laws – were to be exposed to minimal education, the barest necessities to prepare them for a life of menial labour.


    ‘There is no place for [the Bantu] in the European community above the level of certain forms of labour … What is the use of teaching the Bantu child mathematics when it cannot use it in practice?’ said Hendrik Verwoerd, Minister of Native Affairs. ‘Africans,’ he said, were meant to be ‘hewers of wood and drawers of water.’ He would become the South African prime minister who turned the racial prejudice that already existed in this country into the atrocity called apartheid.


    Apartheid was designed to keep black people uneducated. That most of the children’s mothers on the farm couldn’t read or write made me more determined. Rebecca and I would do what apartheid would not do. Neither of us could have guessed just how much work it would take, how many challenges and obstacles we would encounter, and just how much of a revolution in thought and deed in the conservative community we lived in lay ahead. We didn’t have a name for our idea back then, but within four years of our first meeting our big dream would take shape as ‘Ntataise’ – Sesotho for ‘to lead a young child by the hand’.


    Ntataise today is an independent, not-for-profit organisation that has empowered thousands of women, who in turn have touched the lives of over half a million children in some of the most impoverished areas in South Africa. It has set the benchmark for early childhood development (ECD) in the rural areas and has sown the seeds for the nurturing of a wide range of skills, capabilities and opportunities. This is the story of how it came to be, of how my life too was touched and changed, at a time when the ground in South Africa was quaking with the first tremors of political and social transformation. And it all began one day in 1976, when fate led me by the hand, and took me on a journey to a place where, finally, through the strength and resolve of others, I would find myself, under the honey locust tree, leading children by the hand.
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    THE FARM


    It was one thing saying, ‘I do,’ but quite another putting it into practice.


    ON A SUMMER EVENING in 1976, as the sun set over Johannesburg, the city of my hopes and dreams, I slid onto the passenger seat of a white Mercedes-Benz parked outside the familiar house I was about to leave behind for good. The car smelled of well-worn leather. All 28 years of my life were crammed into the boot, packed in two worn, blue Revelation suitcases bulging to the limit with my clothes and in brown cardboard boxes stuffed with documents, photo albums and books. There wasn’t room for my wedding dress, which I had left in the bedroom cupboard, draped over a hanger, like a ballerina’s gown.


    I had been married for ten days, and we had just returned from our honeymoon on the Indian Ocean island of Mauritius. As I waved goodbye to my mother, with a catch in my throat and tears welling in my eyes, I was waving goodbye, too, to my life as Jane Klein, women’s pages editor of the Rand Daily Mail, the bastion of liberal thought at the height of the apartheid era in South Africa. I was about to begin life anew, as Mrs Anthony Evans, the wife of a farmer in the Orange Free State, the rural heartland of maize fields, big skies and small towns, just over two hours away by car. I tried to hide my tears from Anthony, as he folded his tweed jacket and placed it on the back seat before taking the wheel and reversing down the driveway. At the time I didn’t think he noticed, but in retrospect I think he did; he didn’t know what to do about those tears. He was engrossed in conversation with Abram Mokalodise, his occasional driver, who was wearing a dark suit and tie and leaning forward on the back seat. It sounded like small talk to me but, as I would soon learn, for a farmer it was the biggest talk of all.


    ‘Have we had any rain?’ Anthony asked.


    ‘Ja, Baas Anthony,’ answered Abram. ‘It rained. The mielies are looking good.’


    They spoke about children, family, life on the farm. I shifted in my seat, turned my head and watched Johannesburg disappearing in the fire of twilight in the wing mirror.


    I had met Anthony only ten months before, at a Saturday night thrash at mutual friends in the city. The Beatles were belting out ‘A Hard Day’s Night’ from a gramophone on a table at the far end of the room. The sour wine flowed from cardboard boxes. Anthony Holiday, the Rand Daily Mail’s political reporter, his hair awry, his arms flailing, was trying to make his voice heard above the racket. He was talking, of course, about politics: the rumblings about Afrikaans becoming a compulsory language of instruction in black schools and the treason trial of the SASO Nine, the student leaders of the organisation founded by Bantu Stephen Biko, the Black Consciousness leader who would die only two years later after being beaten by South African security police. As Tony stopped to draw breath, Wessel de Kock, the Rand Daily Mail’s news editor, butted in.


    ‘Jane,’ he said, ‘I thought you were a journalist?’


    ‘I am a journalist,’ I replied. ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘I hear you’re going to edit the women’s pages. That’s not journalism – not real journalism.’


    ‘Of course it’s real journalism,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t only have to be about cakes and fashion.’


    I was not going to let him get me flustered. My cheeks blazing, I turned away. I felt someone watching me. Most of the guests at the party were journalists, but the man leaning calmly against the wall was most certainly not. He was suave and neatly dressed, his blond hair meticulously combed. He had a wry smile on his face, and his blue eyes were looking straight at me. I blushed and whispered, ‘Who’s that man?’ with a don’t-look-now glance.


    Of course, Wessel looked straight at him. ‘Who, him? I don’t know,’ he shrugged.


    The man walked over to us. ‘Jane?’ he said.


    As a journalist, you get to meet plenty of people. You get to forget plenty of them too. But there was something about this coolly determined man that seemed familiar. It was all coming back to me. ‘Anthony? The Free State farmer?’


    ‘Yes,’ he said. Did he look relieved that I’d remembered him? ‘The last time we met, you were working for South African Associated Newspapers in Rhodesia.’ How on earth had he remembered that?


    ‘I’m back at the Mail now,’ I said. ‘Women’s pages editor. I used to be the municipal reporter,’ I added, in case he gave me that same patronising look Wessel had just given me.


    ‘That couldn’t have been very exciting,’ said Anthony.


    ‘It was very exciting,’ I shot back. Although leaking pipes and zoning areas for business rights weren’t particularly stimulating, the underlying politics was.


    ‘Congratulations on your new pages,’ said Anthony. ‘I look forward to reading them.’


    Much later that night, Anthony saw me home. I was still living with my mother. Purple bougainvillea cascaded down the white walls, dim in the moonlight. Anthony wrapped his arms around me and held me tight. ‘You’re a very pretty girl,’ he said, and then he left. I turned my key in the door, my heart pounding. What did he mean by that? Would I ever see him again?


    ‘You’re very quiet, my girl,’ said Anthony. I was jolted back to the present, my eyes drawn to the early evening headlights sweeping the freeway, and then to Anthony, who was looking at me with a frown. ‘What are you thinking about?’


    ‘Nothing in particular, just thinking.’ I smiled, but I knew he didn’t believe me. He reached across and held my hand. I couldn’t shake that homesick feeling of leaving my mother and Hilda Chabunku, the woman my mother had employed in my childhood to look after my brother Adam and me while she worked, as they waved us goodbye. I watched the scenery unfold, from mining headgear and mine dumps to scrap metal yards, old car lots, army bases, and fields of maize, wave after wave after wave, beneath the darkening sky. And then the sign that said: ‘Viljoenskroon’. We turned right at the T-junction. In the distance I saw corrugated-iron shacks and small mud-and-brick houses. This was Rammulotsi. Its purpose, like hundreds of other such townships in South Africa, was to keep black people away from whites: the reality of legislated segregation. I didn’t realise, then, in the gloom of that first evening in Viljoenskroon, that Rammulotsi would become a significant place in my life.


    Further along, on the other side of the tarred road from a salt pan dotted with pink flamingos, were more small houses, a few hundred metres in from the main road, this time built of brick and painted white. That was the village where the workers on our farm lived. It was called the ‘stad’, from the Afrikaans for ‘city’. The entrance to the farm was a few hundred metres further on, flanked by strutted wooden gates with shiny brass hinges. The brass letters ‘AR Evans’ were nailed onto one gate and, onto the other, the name of the farm: ‘Huntersvlei’. My new home. But already, far from my own world, my own stad, I felt nervous. This time I would not be going back to Johannesburg at the crack of dawn on a Monday morning after a weekend on the farm.


    ‘Gosh, they’re enormous,’ I said, looking at the lumbering shapes in the cattle camps that ran along the wide, well-graded driveway lined with plane trees covered in furry balls of seed, the sort that made you sneeze. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen them but they looked even larger in the evening light. ‘What did you say they were called?’ I said, more by way of making conversation than anything else.


    ‘They’re Sussex bulls,’ said Anthony, ‘and they are cherry-red. They’re stud cattle. Highly prized.’


    Anthony slowed down. Ahead of us one lay on its side, its stomach ballooning outwards. ‘It must be so uncomfortable,’ I’d just managed to say when there was a sudden blare of the Mercedes’s hooter. I nearly jumped out of my skin. The bull, on the other hand, calmly stood up and wandered off.


    ‘That’s to stop him from getting bloat,’ said Anthony. I didn’t know what bloat was, nor as a matter of fact what made a stud bull different from any other bull. But I made a mental note to hoot whenever I saw a bull lying on its side. I was a farmer’s wife. I had lots to learn.


    The drive curled along a stone wall, covered in mauve wisteria. I wound down the window and took in the thick, sweet smell, interleaved with what I already knew was the sharper odour of cow dung. At the end of the drive was a large Dutch-gabled farmhouse, rising above an immaculately manicured lawn. We drove under an archway, and I scrambled in my handbag for my tube of bright-red lipstick. Anthony parked the car under a syringa tree and walked around to open the car door for me.


    My reception committee was waiting. ‘This is Charley Chase,’ he said, ‘and this is Whip.’ The basset hound and the pointer leaped round him, barking, delirious with excitement. Anthony ruffled their backs. I gave them a tentative ‘good dogs’ and hoped to goodness they wouldn’t lick me.


    Sybil came out of the house to greet us. Her grey hair was immaculately curled, her slacks and cashmere twinset equally neat. Anthony put his arm around his mother and kissed her. I kissed the soft cheek she turned to me. I had no idea of what my arrival at the farm must have meant to her. I hadn’t thought about it. It was only many years later when I was in the same position that I would come to understand the loneliness and emptiness she must have felt. Anthony introduced me to Batla Ndaba, who had worked for the Evans family for years, and Majolefa Sothoane, who had a wide smile and deep brown eyes. ‘Hello, Miss Jane,’ he said. His voice was warm and welcoming as he took a case from my hand. I suggested he call me Jane but the ‘Miss’ stuck.


    ‘Calling you Miss is a sign of respect,’ Anthony said later. He told me that he and Majolefa had played together as boys and had smoked cigarettes, filched from Anthony’s father’s pack of Consulates, behind the cowshed. Majolefa’s father, Simon Sothoane, was the head cattleman.


    ‘I became “Baas Anthony” when my father died. I didn’t want to be called Baas. I just was.’ Anthony’s father, whom I had never met – he died about a year before our marriage – had been one of the most prosperous and successful farmers in the Orange Free State. He had made his fortune partly from a breakthrough in the production of maize, using new zinc fertilisers.


    His name was Rhys Evans and, apart from his farming successes, he had a reputation as a progressive thinker and doer: he had built the first school for the children of farmworkers in the district, and built the brick houses I’d seen to replace the homemade mud houses which all the workers built for themselves and their families. Anthony had big boots to fill and the more I got to know him the more I realised how incredibly well he filled them, with determination and conviction. I too would wind up wandering in Rhys’s footsteps; as the years passed Anthony and I would fill them together. For now, I watched Majolefa and Anthony as they carried my suitcases and boxes past the swimming pool. Its water, like the gables, shimmered in the evening light. We walked along a grass-lined path to the Dutch-gabled guest cottage, which was known by all as ‘the Cottage’. It was a separate building about a hundred metres from the main house and was built, Majolefa told me, after Anthony’s father had been named farmer of the year in 1961. ‘There were so many visitors to see the farm, Miss Jane. They came on buses. They used to walk through the main house and some of them took pieces of silver and the silver teaspoons after they’d drunk tea.’ After the Cottage had been built, only people who had been invited were welcome inside the main house, he added. This was where we were to stay until our own house was built. Inside, the ruby velvet curtains were drawn and the air smelled musty.


    Our procession wound its way up the carpeted stairs. On the right was Anthony’s old room. Sybil showed us to the room on the left, which she called the pretty room. It had glazed chintz curtains and matching pink-and-white floral bedspreads. I opened a curtain and let in the evening breeze. It was scented with the tangy smell of lemons, the fat yellow fruit knocking against the window. Sybil had put some pink roses from the garden in a vase on the dressing table, to welcome me to this strange new world.


    ‘My father built the Cottage after the Holden Motor Company in Australia named him South African farmer of the year. We needed somewhere with a space large enough to entertain the huge number of visitors who came to see the farm and his progressive ways of farming, things like adding zinc to the soil.’ Anthony was not quite as indiscreet.


    ‘You can settle in tomorrow,’ said Anthony as I knelt down to open my cases. ‘Let’s go and have dinner.’


    ‘Should I change?’


    ‘I don’t think so. Not tonight.’


    It was a Sunday. Dinner was served in the dining room at a stinkwood ball-and-claw table with a dozen chairs placed around it – five on either side, one at the head and one at the foot. The walls were panelled in a golden-brown wood. ‘The wood is kiaat,’ Anthony said. I felt like a newspaper reporter, bombarding him with questions, partly because I wanted to know and partly for something to say. We all felt awkward. Blue porcelain willow-pattern dinner plates stood precariously on the china rail that rested on top of the panels. Wooden beams stretched the length of the ceiling. The room smelled of furniture polish, roses and roasting meat from the kitchen. Anthony, who was seated on his mother’s right, with me on her left, got up to carve the meat. ‘This is beef sirloin, off the farm,’ he said. Majolefa, with a red sash draped over his starched white uniform, passed me a plate of pink sirloin, followed by bowls of roast potatoes, beans and mashed pumpkin with white sauce, and a rich brown gravy. All the vegetables, apart from the potatoes, had come straight from Sybil’s vegetable garden. I was so overwhelmed, I could hardly eat. I managed the beans, but stirred the pumpkin around and around on my plate, hoping it would go away. The delicate crystal drops from the chandelier seemed to wink at me in the silence punctuated only by our knives and forks and a whirring sound that seemed to come from the kitchen.


    Anthony read, once again, the question on my face. ‘That’s the cold room engine,’ he explained. The cold room was a vast walk-in refrigerator with sturdy steel hooks on one side to hang carcasses of cows and sheep, and shelves for vegetables, farm eggs, cream and milk on the other. Anthony and Sybil were at ease in their routine and their comfort zone. My vision of marriage had certainly not included me living with my husband and mother-in-law, even if only for a short time. I don’t think Anthony envisaged it either but he’d been caught between us. Cutlery clinked on plates. We sat in silence for a while, and then we all started to talk at once.


    ‘What were you going to say?’ asked Anthony.


    ‘No, what were you going to say?’ We laughed, and that broke the ice. Anthony and Sybil talked about cricket. I decided not to show my ignorance and kept quiet, nodding and smiling now and again as if I knew what they were talking about. I should have paid more attention to the sports editor back at the Rand Daily Mail. I felt myself drifting away, curious to know what was happening in the world of politics just a couple of hours away in Johannesburg. I thought of the conversations we would have in the newsroom, the buzz and banter of politics and sport and plain gossip, the raw and hearty camaraderie of journalists who lived life on the edge of deadlines. I thought about the rat-a-tat clatter of typewriters and the fog of cigarette smoke that filled the air. Anthony turned to me. ‘I heard on the radio that students are protesting in Soweto schools, over the use of Afrikaans,’ he said. ‘I’m not surprised. No one in government is listening to them.’


    ‘Well, they’re not going to take that government decree lying down,’ I said. The Rand Daily Mail was the one paper that let its readers know about the mood, the anger and the growing unrest in Soweto and other black townships.


    I had hardly finished speaking before Majolefa appeared, as if by magic. ‘How did he know to come?’ Anthony pointed to a bell hidden under the carpet near to Sybil’s feet, which she pressed to summon Majolefa or Batla when we were ready for the table to be cleared. ‘Where does that ring?’


    ‘There’s a box in the kitchen with pendulums that swing when someone presses the bell. It shows which room the summons is coming from.’ This archaic tradition was not one I was about to embrace, I thought to myself. Our meal ended with stewed peaches, grown in Sybil’s garden, and homemade custard. Anthony took a look at his watch. It was nine o’clock, time to go to sleep. In the newsroom, we would still be hours away from putting the next day’s edition to bed, but the only thing I was putting to bed that night was me.


    Later, I looked at my bedside clock. It was only nine thirty. Anthony was fast asleep. According to the strict traditions of the farm, he would be up and about before dawn, just when the Rand Daily Mail would be hitting the streets.


    I tiptoed across the carpet and let myself out of the room. The door squeaked slightly. I held my breath, but Anthony didn’t wake. I switched on the light in his old bedroom next door; time to explore. Thick linen curtains, matching the green bedspreads, were tightly drawn across the windows. Heavy wooden beams stretched from one side of the ceiling to the other. I stood on a small three-legged wooden stool to get a better look at the framed photographs that covered the wall. There was Anthony as head boy of his high school, Michaelhouse, in the Natal Midlands; there he was leaving South Africa on a Union Castle ship, to take up his Rhodes Scholarship at Oxford; and there he was again, standing with his arms tightly crossed in Harvard Business School’s first rugby team. I thought of my BA degree and my ballet certificates, safely stashed in one of my bulging brown cardboard boxes on the bedroom floor.


    There were black-and-white photos of the stone house with a corrugated iron roof and wraparound stoep that Anthony had grown up in until the ‘big house’ had been built when he was sixteen years old. I had grown up in a three-roomed flat in the Johannesburg suburb of Killarney. There was an enclosed verandah for my mother to sleep in, my younger brother Adam and I shared a room and there was a sitting room. Light poured into it, brightening one of the walls, which Peggy, my beautiful mother, had covered in bright, flowering pot plants. In summer, the jacaranda trees that lined the streets outside were a purply blue colour. We used to stamp on the slippery flowers on our way home from school. My mother, Adam and I had moved into that flat not long after my parents had divorced. That in itself had been traumatic. Other people’s parents didn’t seem to get divorced – not in the early 1950s. I was four years old. We were a close family. My mother made the flat comfortable and charming to look at. Judging by the photographs on the wall and the many aunts, uncles and cousins I had met before our wedding, I knew that Anthony too had come from a close family.


    In many ways our families were the same; in others, they were worlds apart. Anthony had been brought up in an Anglican home, with church every Sunday. My family was Jewish, and although we seldom went to synagogue the Jewish traditions and holidays were entrenched in our lives. My father, who had returned from the Second World War as a lieutenant colonel, physically and emotionally scarred but sufficiently glamorous to sweep my mother off her feet, had left our family when I was four years old. Anthony had been born during the Second World War, his father away fighting with the Natal Mounted Rifles in Italy. He lived with his mother and his sister Wendy on the farm and was a none too pleased two-year-old when a strange man called his father arrived home and banished him to his own bedroom at night. He was only eight years old when he went to Cordwalles, a boarding school in Pietermaritzburg. For his whole school and university career he had been away from home. In fact, he had only been back on the farm for a couple of years when I’d met him. I, on the other hand, had spent my whole life in my mother’s home. Apart from a year in Hollywood, not nearly as glamorous as it sounds, as an American Field Service (AFS) scholar, I only moved when I married.


    As I wandered around the seemingly vast farmhouse, I thought of our conversation at dinner that evening. We had talked about cricket and our honeymoon. Sybil and Anthony had talked about the upcoming Huntersvlei cattle sale. There’d been little talk of politics or what was happening in the wider world. Mealtime talk around my mother’s dining room table, far less formal, had seen many a heated discussion about politics, theatre and books. Anthony was, for me, an anomaly. After my father had first met him, he’d phoned to say, ‘Don’t get too excited. Men like Anthony don’t marry Jews.’


    ‘What do you mean?’ I’d said, my heart lurching.


    ‘He’s too much part of the white Anglo-Saxon establishment.’ He didn’t elaborate. And yet, Anthony and I could hardly keep away from each other. We shared many beliefs, or were at least prepared to listen to each other. Anthony was far more cerebral than I have ever been. I hardly had to glance at the neat pile of intellectually weighty looking books on his side of our bed to know that he wouldn’t be too impressed with the detective stories strewn across the carpet next to mine. I had to up my game to keep up with him. He had a highly analytical mind and saw through to the heart of things much faster than I did. Over the years, we would grow together. His strength of mind and ability to make decisions often calmed my rash reactions to people and situations. Many times I would dash off a furious letter and read it to Anthony, only to have him say, ‘Sleep on it.’ I was always amazed at how much less aggressive I felt the next day.


    I turned around, catching my breath. Anthony was standing in the doorway, tousle-haired, in his shorty pyjamas. I followed him back to bed, admiring, while I was about it, his strong calf muscles. It was so quiet on the farm. I lay with my hands behind my head, staring out of the open windows at the star-filled sky, and listened to the silence. I could hear, in the distance, the newly weaned calves crying for their mothers, and the lonely and forlorn sound of lorries changing gear on the tarred road. Early the next morning, Anthony’s side of the bed was empty. He’d gone to work. I remembered his goodbye kiss, as if in a dream. I knelt down next to my cases and began to unpack. I held up one skirt after another, little blouses, high-heeled shoes. Would I ever wear these clothes again? I unearthed a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, wiggled myself into them and wandered barefoot down the stairs. I opened the curtains. Wooden logs filled a brass container next to a vast fireplace. The walls were covered in wooden panelling. A snooker table stood in the centre of the room. I picked up a cue and bent over, taking aim. Click. The balls scattered randomly across the green baize. There was a knock on the glass door. It was Majolefa, telling me that the ‘ou Missus’ – Sybil – was asking if I was going in for breakfast.


    I hardly knew Sybil. She had greeted the news of our engagement with, ‘It will be a year’s engagement, won’t it?’ It had been nothing of the sort. Six months later, I’d become the sixth Mrs Evans in the district. It is only now that I can see and appreciate Sybil’s capabilities. She wanted to help me settle in, but since Rhys had died Anthony had been the man in her life. And I at that stage wasn’t that keen on sharing him. Sybil ran a meticulous home. She knew how to bandage sore arms and dress bloody fingers and knees, presented by a steady stream of people who came from the stad for first aid. I found her aloof, and she no doubt found me young and naïve, certainly in the ways of country life. One day, a little boy from the stad had been invited to play with Sybil’s visiting grandchildren. When the lunch bell had rung and he’d been whisked away by his mother, I’d asked why he wasn’t staying to eat with the other children. Both Sybil and the little boy’s mother looked at me in puzzlement.


    I had completely missed the breakfast bell. Meals were a serious matter on the farm. The wooden breakfast table was in a room we called the sunporch, looking out on to the garden. Sybil waved at me to sit down. Majolefa served us hot porridge made from ground grain sorghum. No more chocolate bars and a snatched cup of coffee for my breakfast. This was the real thing, followed by eggs and bacon if I wanted them. Anthony joined us. He was not the lingering type. There was work to be done on the farm. Breakfast was a habit, not an indulgence. Grootman Steenbok, one of Sybil’s gardeners, rang the old bell at the top of the drive. Breakfast was over. Anthony kissed me and his mother goodbye and left for his office. ‘Pop in for a cup of tea if you feel like it,’ was his parting shot. Sybil excused herself from the table, and I left for the cottage to finish unpacking and start writing thank-you letters for our wedding presents.


    There were only so many letters I could write. What did farmers’ wives do with their time, I wondered. I took Anthony up on that cup of tea. His secretary was clacking away on her typewriter. His accountant was hidden behind a pile of ledgers. ‘Is there anything for me to do in the office?’ I asked Anthony as I sank into his grandfather’s brown leather chair.


    ‘What could you do in the office?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Type, I suppose, but not very well.’


    ‘Well, many farmers’ wives in the district do the typing and keep the farm books. Some of them farm and help inoculate the sheep and cattle.’


    ‘I don’t think I’d like to do that.’ I pulled a face.


    ‘I didn’t think you would.’ Anthony grinned. There were perfectly competent men striding around the cattle shed in dungarees and wellington boots, sloshing buckets of water around and pressing cattle and sheep through something called a crush to inoculate them against dreadful-sounding diseases.


    ‘A lot of women bake, cook and sew, and look after their children. And of course there’s the sale,’ Anthony added. I finished my tea. ‘We’ll talk about it later, my girl.’ He turned back to his work. He didn’t mean to be dismissive but he was busy and we’d finished talking. What I was going to do, I’d have to figure out for myself. But in the meantime, on that bright, hot morning, while I wandered around the cattle sheds and the farm workshop with gutted tractor engines lying on the oil-splattered ground, my every sense was itching to know what was happening in the world I had left behind, the city I had last seen in the glow of twilight, veiled in red and orange, as if it were on fire.
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    THE TOWN


    I was out of my depth, out of place in a town at the heart of apartheid.


    ‘HEY YOU, YOU CAN’T come in that door. Get out.’ The shop assistant, hands on hips, stood blocking my path. I leapt back, my hands in the air.


    ‘Sorry,’ I said. But she wasn’t shouting at me. She was shouting at the man who had followed me in. He stood his ground as she pointed to a door at the far side of the shop.


    ‘Can’t you read? ‘Nie-blankes’. Non-whites. That’s where you must go.’ It was payday Saturday, my first Saturday in Viljoenskroon. The tall, good-looking man, dressed in black trousers and a white open-necked shirt, had earlier stood aside for me to go into the chemist before him.


    He replied: ‘I will come in whichever door I like.’ He didn’t raise his voice. The shop assistant’s eyes bulged with fury. Her cheeks were bright red. Reaching for the telephone, she threatened to call the police. ‘Call whoever you like.’ Unhurriedly, he walked across the shop to the ‘non-whites’ counter. This man had guts. I caught his eye and looked at him, deeply ashamed that he had to line up in a different place and that he should be spoken to so rudely by a white woman younger than himself.


    I saw Majolefa in the ‘non-whites’ queue, and walked across to him. ‘Who is that man?’ I asked.


    ‘Ishmael Mabitle,’ he said. ‘He’s a schoolteacher.’ I would meet Ishmael again and he would become a friend of ours, but I didn’t know that then.


    Clutching a brown paper bag, my chemist chores done, I stepped outside. The summer heat hit me like a furnace. I stepped gingerly over squashed, empty Oros bottles and dry, curled orange peels that lay discarded in the road. I narrowly missed a sheep, its legs tied with frayed twine, lying bleating on the rough ground. Chickens squawked around me and their feathers flew as they were handed from the old owner to the new. I watched money change hands. I threaded my way through a throng of farmers dressed in khaki shorts. Some had guns tucked into their tight waistbands, held firm by their heavy stomachs. There were farmworkers, the older men wearing jackets and ties and hats, the others in overalls, and women, wearing print dresses, with babies tied to their backs. We’d all come to town to shop. The pavements, with tufts of grass and weeds growing through the cracks, were crowded with people.


    Dun-coloured bakkies and tractor-drawn wagons were parked higgledy-piggledy along the tarred main street. They had brought farmworkers and their families to town to do their monthly shop. An old woman sitting on the ground on a flattened cardboard box in the shade of the Huntersvlei wagon, her legs stretched out in front of her, waved at me. I waved back. At least someone in that hectic place was friendly. My search for a bottle of homemade jam with a frilly cover and a packet of sweet fudge in a cellophane bag was unsuccessful. Viljoenskroon was not a town of quaint village stores. Instead I found shop windows filled with tractor spares and fungicides. The buildings were small and functional. I wandered curiously into a trading store wedged between the bottle store and chemist. It was dark and dank. Shelves reached from floor to ceiling, packed with bundles of different-coloured wool, knitting needles sticking out of baskets, and piles of thick grey blankets. Paraffin stoves, enamel mugs and basins stood on the cold concrete floor. Bicycles hung from the ceiling. The shoppers’ clothes smelt of wood smoke. With its bright colours, spicy smells and people shouting at each other in Sesotho, a language I couldn’t understand, I felt as though I was in a foreign country. It was a far cry from the Sandton City shopping mall with its marble floors, shops with the latest fashions, and buzzing coffee shops and steakhouses. It felt foreign and exotic. Not so my next stop.


    ‘Missus, you’re in the wrong place.’ I looked up at a man with the bank’s logo printed on his shirt. I was by now in one of the two banks on the main street and, as it turned out, in the Nie-Blankes queue. I peered through the row of potted ferns he pointed to and saw another, paler, queue on the other side. The bank smelled of sweat and cigarettes. Twice in one day. I couldn’t believe it. I thought of Ishmael Mabitle and the calm way he’d replied to the woman in the chemist. I told the man I was fine where I was. Feet shuffled and people in the queue with me sniggered.


    The bank manager strode out of his office, tightening his tie. He clearly smelled trouble. All I could smell was his aftershave. ‘Is there a problem?’ He looked from me to the agitated bank assistant. In small towns like Viljoenskroon, the bank manager was one of the most important people in town, along with the predikant (the priest) and the school principal. He shook his head, frowning at me. ‘You can’t stand here Mrs Evans, you’re breaking the law.’ I knew it was the law, but what would happen if I stayed there? The walls didn’t look as though they were about to cave in. The bank manager, on the other hand, did. He paused, growing flustered. ‘Please, Mrs Evans …’


    I felt the warm breath of the woman behind me on my neck. ‘Go where he tells you, Missus,’ she whispered. I turned and looked down the queue at the weary men and women waiting patiently behind me. I was no more than a further delay in an already crowded day.


    Embarrassed now as well as angry, I ignored the bank manager’s hand, which was eagerly trying to guide me through the pot plants. I was more than capable of climbing through this barrier myself. My last stop that payday morning was the grocery store on the outskirts of the town. There, too, wagons were parked along the roadside. But here there was no issue with separate queues. The storekeeper just didn’t allow black people into the shop until, he told me, ‘my white customers have finished shopping’. What was it with this town? I drove the six kilometres home past the salt pan, hardly aware of the pink flamingos, diving their long necks in and out of the murky waters. I’d been walking through doors and joining queues for ‘whites only’ my whole life. But here people relished the apartheid laws and took pleasure in upholding them in the most crass way.


    Payday Saturday in Viljoenskroon had thrown me into a community I knew little about. I wanted to know about Ishmael Mabitle, and more about the people who crowded the dark trading store and stood in the long lines in the bank, the men and women huddled on the back of farm wagons, the children clutching adult hands.
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    SAUSAGES AND BUTTER: PRESERVING TRADITION


    As the drums beat in the distance, to the pulse of another world, I tried to settle in.


    ‘DERMS?’ I SQUEAKED, MY lips curled into a wince. It was sausage-making day and I didn’t want to be late. I felt curiously excited as I pulled on my by now customary jeans and T-shirt, the everyday outfit of the farm.


    Sausage-making was something new to do, and there were new people to do it with. The previous afternoon, I’d watched Majolefa move the cars from the garage to the tractor sheds at the back of the house. The gardeners had got down on their knees and scrubbed the oil-stained garage floor until it almost shone. The long, green garden hose wriggled like a snake as they swished water over the concrete. A heavy machine was hauled off the back of a bakkie and carefully placed on the floor. ‘That is the mincer,’ said Majolefa.


    I tramped across the grass, the hem of my jeans damp with morning dew. Sam, the farm mechanic, was already threading strips of pale pork and red beef, and chunks of thick white fat, into the steel funnel on top of the mincer. A pinkish mixture oozed like braids through the holes of a small steel plate. Sam shaved the mixture into an oval zinc bath. He placed a handful of the knobbly-looking mince onto a plate and marched it off to the kitchen, with Majolefa and me trotting behind him and Anthony striding ahead.
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