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Introduction


It was late November 2007, and the rivalry between Thabo Mbeki and Jacob Zuma dominated the headlines after months of brazen animosity. The two were about to face off at the ANC’s 52nd national conference, to be held at the University of Limpopo in Polokwane, and neither man could afford to lose. The meeting became the nastiest dust-up in ANC history since the historic conference at Morogoro, Tanzania, in 1969. For the first time in nearly 40 years, the ANC was challenged from within by clashing egos and, to a lesser extent, ideology. Mbeki, not so much an ideologue as a man with a formidable ego, could not escape the fact that his name had been a key factor at both meetings.


But another name was consistently evoked in the run-up to Polokwane, just as it had also been, very prominently, at Morogoro. That name was Chris Hani. And the reason his name kept coming up in 2007 was because the ideals of the assassinated SACP leader and former MK commander so readily transcended the savage fights being managed between Luthuli House and the Union Buildings. Quite simply, Hani believed that liberation should free the poor from hunger and landlessness. He cherished nonracialism. He rejected personal power. Surely these had always constituted the shared vision of the movement?


So, as preparations for the conference in Limpopo heated up, the faithful kept asking: what would Hani have done? He had only once attempted to challenge for high office within the party – the position of deputy president. That had been at the first conference back home in 1991 after FW de Klerk had unbanned the liberation movements a year earlier. But both Hani and Thabo Mbeki, his rival for that post, were persuaded to step back in favour of the revered Robben Islander and confidant of Nelson Mandela, Walter Sisulu.


At that time, the ANC was determined to present a united front. The same had been true at Morogoro in 1969, when a controversial document drafted by Hani and others had criticised corruption within the leadership. This had created deep distress within the liberation movement, and it was only the intervention of then ANC president OR Tambo that had saved Hani’s political future and restored some order.


The gloves were off by the time Polokwane rolled around. No Hani. No OR. No niceties. But certainly many parallels. Indeed, what would Hani have done, where would he have been, had he not been murdered by Polish right-winger Janusz Walus on 10 April 1993? At Polokwane, an otherwise ordinary town in the thornveld on the Great North Road to Zimbabwe, it was do or die. Would Hani, who has been committed to lore as perhaps South Africa’s only quintessentially romantic guerrilla fighter, be properly honoured as what some within the ANC called ‘a living link’ between the rough times of 1969 and 2007?


Watching events unfold in the run-up to Polokwane, we were struck by how little was known about Hani. Paging through archived interviews with the then avowed communist, the same facts always seemed to come up – his love of the classics, his personal charm and his revolutionary fervour. There was little insight into the fabric and texture of the man who died too soon. So as journalists at The Star we started a journey, aimed at coinciding with the 15th anniversary of his murder, that would give the newspaper’s readers a deeper understanding of his life and ideology.


As we found out more about his life, we discovered that the events we were witnessing firsthand as the ANC shuddered before Polokwane – and afterwards, when Thabo Mbeki resigned and the ANC split when the Congress of the People was launched – were in no way unique. And Hani, always prescient, had noted in 1969 what he called ‘the rot,’ and warned vociferously against it again before he died.




Chapter 1


The Roots of a Man


I have been half in love with easeful death … now more than ever seems it rich to die, to cease upon the midnight with no pain.


– John Keats, ‘Ode to a nightingale’


The impepho smoulders, the scent roughly serene as it disperses high above the gathering, inviting the ancestors to the sacred reunion. The fragrance is unmistakable, dancing down into the valley below with the swing of the sand road from the homestead pitched high on the hill. If there’s enough strength in it, it might even reach the graves on the other side of the rise where Mary, a peasant, and Gilbert, a worker, lie together for eternity.


Up on that hill, the scent of the traditional herb, the spirit contact, is pure and intoxicating. It’s at its most intense inside the heavy stone walls of Nolusapho Hani’s kraal. For the duration of the ceremony, the goats that usually occupy the kraal have been moved to the adjoining harvested vegetable garden, and the tilled soil is littered with lambs.


The kraal is a place where only the grandfathers, fathers and sons of the family are permitted. Men take precedence over women here. They’re leading their brother out of one world and into another. It’s the way it has always been done: with the blood of a beast, the pride of a man is distinguished. Soon, only the crimson skin of the slaughtered ox lies sprawled in the centre.


The grandmothers, mothers and daughters, excluded for generations from the gathering of men, nestle outside the walls, bare legs poking out beneath orange skirts, necks festooned with beads, their laughter tight, lovely and low. They embrace the children bounding in and out of the convivial circle, the youngest jumping over rocks like young frogs in the brisk August sunshine.


The Hani family spear – symbolising sorrow and joy, life and death, the pulsing contradictions of blood – has been used a lot of late. The children admire it even as they keep their distance. Two brothers – the eldest, Mbuyiselo Victor, and the youngest, Christopher Nkosana – have died. Their parents, Mary and Gilbert, died within six years of each other, after the murder of their middle son, Martin Tembisile. Mary – who had spent her life working for her family – couldn’t survive an ailment of the heart.


The night before the Washing of the Spades, under an opulent spill of stars, the children of the extended Hani family had raced around, from the verandahs to the secrecy of the dark vegetable garden, joyful at the adventure of a night-time game.


The ceremony is all about blood, the Hani family preparing to pay their last respects and send Victor on his final journey, an act that would take place early the next morning. They had been arriving for days, by bus from as far away as Stellenbosch and by bakkie from as close as Queenstown. By Friday night, there were 60 or 70 people at Nolusapho Hani’s household. Her husband Victor had been dead for 11 months, and the time had come at last for him to go home.


The slaughter was to commence at 6 am, although the men assemble closer to eight, to exchange greetings in the ripening morning breeze before turning their attention to the task at hand. Nolusapho’s herd, usually quiet at this hour, is led out of the kraal with low grunts and bellows, and agitated clunks of the hooves. In Sabalele, a bank balance is visible for all to see, bleating and stamping in front of a homestead. Soon, only one animal remains, the sacrificial ox, marked days before.


Now the men move into the kraal, most with their backs close to the stacked wall. It is time. The one designated to kill the ox steps forward. There is a defiant hush. Carefully, carefully, a quick, deadly thrust to the nape of the neck to draw out the beast’s power. The spear remains inside the flesh as the animal flails wildly, weakening, consternation in its eyes, excitement in the faces of the men. The horns search blindly for a perpetrator. The five-metre radius, hemmed in by the imposing walls of the kraal, quickly becomes a very small space. Quick steps left, then right, a dance in tune with the out-of-step animal.


Slower. Meeker. Its power is waning. The men move back. As the ox grinds its hooves into the floor, clouds of dust billow up from beneath it. Then, with a rhythmical baulking, surely its last, the animal thuds heavily, awkwardly, to the ground. A knife, and the throat is slit.


Expert hands go to work, taking the animal apart. Head, innards, rump, ribs. All quickly disseminated and briefly dunked in a bucket of water. Skewers of thick wire are thrust through blocks of meat, which are randomly tossed onto glowing coals.


The greybeards and ambling boys convene on the low wooden benches along the walls, each with knife in hand. They gather around the fire, some with jeans peeping underneath overalls they will soon outgrow.


The meat emerges sealed in black burn, and tender. Those on the benches eat first, thrusting their hands into the presented bowls. By the time the sun has dropped behind the rim of hills surrounding the homestead, all the meat has been consumed.


‘Today we eat only meat. All day, meat,’ says one young man serving. Those sharing in the peace after the slaughter, the time to celebrate, would have thought a lot about Dushe, the name by which they knew Victor Hani, brother of Sabalele’s greatest son Martin Tembisile, later known as Chris Hani. Now both were gone. Victor had died almost a year before, on 29 September 2007. Their younger brother Christopher Nkosana had died in Cofimvaba hospital in February 2004 after a short illness. Chris Hani had been shot dead, many hours away, on 10 April 1993.


Today the family will guide the older brother home in the company of their ancestors. But they are saddened that there was never such a farewell for Chris in his village of Sabalele. For his family there, his death was an ending without the proper farewells. His remains are not in this soil, though they belong there, they say.


* * *


After Queenstown, the lonely road stretches out ahead. We’ve been listening to Hugh Masekela’s African Breeze, the trumpeter’s warmest tide of love music for his country. As Masekela eases his belly fire of a voice into the live version of ‘Coal Train’, the blur of the Cofimvaba wilderness shifts from the margins of poverty into uncompromising beauty. It is difficult to stay away from this place.


This was not the first time we had made the journey, from Johannesburg via East London, through the defeated little university town of Alice. Skirting the midway trade of Queenstown, and all the way down the great highway to St Marks, Chris Hani’s birthplace rolled away in the misty hinterland of heavenly sighs that the people still call Transkei.


The first time we went there was months before the 15th anniversary of Hani’s assassination. We had set up interviews with those who knew Hani as a child, for a series of stories for The Star. The villagers still refer to him as Martin or Tembisile, never as Chris. By the time he had adopted his nom de guerre, choosing the name of his younger brother, Sabalele was a talisman for the battles that were to come.


We were searching for something else when we went to Sabalele for the first time: an understanding of one of the world’s great revolutionary heroes, of one of the most revered individuals within a proudly collectivist movement. So we had to start in the hills of his childhood, to try to find a man who could have occupied the highest office.


The last time Hani returned to Sabalele was in 1993, just three weeks before his death, and his arrival immersed the villagers in honour. Everyone who hoped they might still mean something to him had gathered in Gilbert and Mary’s three-roomed homestead. The people realised that absence, of an especially momentous 30 years, could have made him forget, but still they waited. Among them were his oldest friends, Marwanqana Nondala and Mahelele Qolombeni, their smiles chased into the pattern of age on their faces, and his primary school principal, Alban Nyimbana.


Hani was without peer. He remembered everyone by name, and the memory of that momentary sensation – that they might indeed have meant something to such an important man – still brings a flash of emotion for the people of his past. Everyone we met who had known Hani reflected on this quality: his compassionate interludes with people, his understanding of how human detail matters.


When the villagers had last seen Hani, in 1962, he was 20 years old, a Fort Hare graduate in classical and legal studies and a socialist intrigued by the possibilities of overthrowing pain and injustice. He was tall, thick-set and handsome, with a ready joke and a renowned facility for jovial banter. At that time, he was involved with the bright Judy Thunyiswa, a schoolgirl in Alice when they met. He was on his way to do his articles at the law firm of Schaeffer and Schaeffer in Cape Town, where his father Gilbert lived.


The next thing the people of Sabalele heard, Hani had vanished, like so many others. And he was gone for the next three decades. So was his father, banished to Lesotho. Mary Hani – who remained illiterate – was left to a peculiar suffering, sporadically harassed by the police and invested with a longing that would not recede.


When Hani, by then a father of four, returned home in 1993, he would have opened the back door of his father’s house and walked straight into the dining room. Perhaps he would have gone to the window with its view of the plot marked out where he had been born in 1942. His embrace of his old life, shown by his warmth on his return, allowed the villagers to admire him more intimately.


The way they lined up established something of an ad hoc guard of honour for the former Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK) chief of staff and general secretary of the South African Communist Party (SACP). At that moment, it seemed as if it was the beginning again, the birth of a new relationship between the village and the man. His consciousness had been raised there. He had always talked about it, thought about it, been driven by it.


In an interview, he spoke warmly of his village, but inherent in every line was his eternal reason for doing what he did: the poverty hurt. He wanted it to be different. He wanted poor people to experience the dignity and honour they deserved. He wanted the kind of freedom that would reach, and gain meaning, into the next generation and the next. But for now, it hurt.





‘Many of the people I knew as a youth were there to welcome me,’ Hani told academic and historian Charles Villa-Vicencio in an interview for the 1991 book The Spirit of Hope:


The older folk were proud to receive a child home … I also met some of my school friends and realised how little had changed.


Women were still walking five kilometres to fetch water, carrying it on their heads back to their meagre homes. People were still walking 15 kilometres to the nearest store to buy soap or sugar. A few people had radio, no-one had television and the problems of illiteracy were as sharp as they were when I was a child. I was revisiting my life of 40 years earlier. It was a strange and fearful experience.


I visited the church, the priest, talked with the nuns and remembered how I used to enjoy getting up early on Sunday mornings to perform my duties as an altar boy. They listened to my stories from the past and attended the ceremony later that day to welcome me home. There was no concern that I was a communist, and I found myself as much at home among the religious community of Cofimvaba as I had before I left that place in the early fifties.


Hani was very busy after he returned home. Everybody wanted to speak to him, especially Nelson Mandela. The ANC’s Jessie Duarte said in a Frontline interview for American television:


Madiba really loved Chris Hani. Chris was one of the people who saw him at least once a week. He was able to talk to Madiba about a great number of things. They had a vision about youth cadet colleges.


Chris’s politics fascinated Madiba. Chris, as a man, fascinated him, and he often described Chris as one of the valuable jewels the ANC had in its fold.


On the morning that Chris was killed, he [Madiba] was at his house in the Transkei, and I phoned him. When I spoke to him, he was shocked. He was very worried, and decided that he would go to see Chris’s family immediately. That was his reaction. That he would drive from where he was to see Chris’s family.


It was who he was. His first concern was to make sure that the immediate family was okay. He was very saddened by it. It was a loss that he knew could not be replaced.


In 1993, the people of Sabalele would have been content knowing there would be a next time, and a time after that, to see Hani again, to talk through what mattered. Their only desire was that he would be among them again. When he died, the necessity to complete his journey was immense. There had been no Washing of the Spades for Hani. Nothing could happen without the consent of his widow, Limpho Hani, and she decided to lay him to rest in South Park Cemetery, Boksburg, a short drive from where they lived and where he died.


* * *


On our third visit to Sabalele, we met Cleopatra Thunyiswa Hani. At first, Hani’s eldest daughter, now 43, was reluctant to untangle the story of her parents, or herself. We had had long conversations on the phone – she had moved from the village to King William’s Town – and she spoke a lot about the difficult divides in her life.


Cleo Hani is afraid of what Phakamisa, the township where she now lives, represents, and what damage it could do to her son, Aluta. At the time of the 15-year anniversary, he was also nearly 15, born a mere three months after his grandfather’s assassination. The boy has an enigmatic relationship with the man he does not know. Had Hani lived, perhaps Aluta would not have had to exist in such poverty.


People sometimes speak of a son born to Hani, but Cleo dismisses this. ‘People play as if they knew Tembisile. But they don’t know Tembisile. He was a very loving man. He would have told us if he had a son.’


This is one of the many mysteries. When Hani died, a few used the ever-changing narrative of his last years to claim they were his closest confidants. Those who were indeed close to him as comrades, even his bodyguards or drivers, have raged about those who have made claims upon friendship, which Hani could neither deny nor affirm, to hoist themselves up. When did these friendships bloom? Everybody shrugs. A friendship with Hani, say those who believe they know, was not only based on military convictions or on what Indian writer Rabindranath Tagore called ‘giving and taking, meeting and uniting’. It was about the inside of a man’s heart.


There are letters written by Hani – for example, to Durban lawyer Phyllis Naidoo – that offer tenderness, an insight into his private life which reflects something more than acquaintance. He trusted Naidoo enough to ask her to write his biography, but he died before they were able to spend the hours she needed to talk his life through with him.


The late Steve Tshwete was certainly a close friend. His official MK bodyguards in exile say Hani and Pallo Jordan would joke and laugh together: they, too, had a rapport and a strong bond. In a speech at the launch of the Chris Hani Institute at the Parktonian Hotel in April 2003, Jordan spoke memorably about a comrade who was caught in social, political and religious cross-currents:


I remember once teasing him – because we regularly ribbed each other – ‘The line of work that really would have suited you is that of a village priest.’ To which he responded, in all seriousness – ‘Laddie, it’s in this job that I feel I am truly doing the Lord’s work!’


Some might say that was blasphemous, but if a God exists, I think he/she knows how to count them! If indeed Comrade Chris was performing God’s work, it was because he had read and taken to heart the eleventh of Karl Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach: ‘Philosophers have only described the world in different ways; the point however is to change it.’


Every year, around the anniversary of Chris Hani’s murder, promises are made by government and those who claim to be comrades. Cleo Hani couldn’t care less about that, and she holds no grudges. The Hanis of Sabalele – and, indeed, the whole community – have had to get on with it by themselves.


Gradually, the conversation ebbed and flowed between the hopes Cleo has for herself and her son, and her reminiscences of a father she seldom saw and who she knew even less. Beauty is evident in her face; she’s a lot like her father. But she has a great responsibility to Chris Hani’s grandson, and it is not easy being the mother of a teenager.


On the day of the Washing of the Spades, she rested her hand gently on the boy’s shoulder, an unconscious token of love. His eyes stared abstractly, but Aluta was meditating on what was being said. Her words were stern, yet not loud enough for anyone to hear. He had to be reprimanded for forgetting to bring the goats and cattle home from the hills. In any case, everybody knew what he had done.


In a place like Sabalele, people who really know what happened hardly say a word. Those who have no idea of the truth are the ones who can’t stop talking. So this was Aluta’s saving grace; this was his shield.


On the day of the Washing of the Spades, he had been allowed into the Hani kraal, where the rest of the older boys and men had gathered to pay their respects to Dushe. Aluta Martin Tembisile Thunyiswa Hani was now a young adult. So there was some excitement for him about this occasion. The novelty of filial acceptance and anticipation. The blood of a beast had been spilt. There was laughter among the teenage boys gathered in one corner. Aluta, smaller than most of them, timidly joined in. The sleeves of his grey overall were folded at the wrist, the hems of the trousers bunched over his shoes.


He knew that the moment his mother arrived, there would be words about his indiscretion over forgetting to return the livestock to the kraal. His great-aunt, Nolusapho Hani – his guardian while his mother was in King William’s Town – had already punished him. She had taken away his treasured bicycle, given to him by his mother on a trip home from Phakamisa. In Sabalele, beatings and rebukes are used to discipline children. But it goes further. Here, a child is made to understand that possessions are a luxury. Especially a bicycle. Here, they take away the things you prize most.


* * *


Far away, in South Park cemetery, on 10 April 2008, two Hanis sat together, wedged between COSATU general secretary Zwelinzima Vavi and the SACP’s Blade Nzimande – the representatives of the workers and oppressed. They kept company with Tokyo Sexwale, the former Robben Island prisoner turned tycoon, who had become the face of black business since resigning as Gauteng Premier.


Hani’s memorial, discreet at first, had to be redone after it was vandalised in 1995. Today, it is a huge red marble stone with the flags of the ANC and SACP adorning either side. Buried alongside him is respected comrade Thomas Nkobi, former treasurer-general of the ANC.


On the day of the 15-year anniversary, a contingent of supporters arrived at the cemetery toyi-toyiing and chanting liberation songs. They were a mere whisper of the tens of thousands who had gathered at South Park cemetery in unmitigated anger and grief for Hani’s burial in 1993.


The trio of Vavi, Nzimande and Sexwale spent the afternoon trading verbal exchanges from the podium, to the amusement of the buoyant crowd. The two Hanis – Limpho, elegant in a black suit and oversized sunglasses, and her doting daughter, Lindiwe – smiled dutifully.


Limpho Hani had not been back to Sabalele for 15 years although her daughters had, taken there by Limpho’s father, Ntathi Sekamane. The Hanis in that small village in the Transkei believed she would come. She just hadn’t done it yet, and this perplexed us. No one would say what they really believed was the reason for her absence. No one would go on record, and Limpho Hani herself declined to be interviewed.


* * *


Back in Sabalele when we were doing our research, we had wanted to experience Hani’s environment so we could get an understanding of where he grew up and how this affected his early life. We wondered whether this had not also been a preoccupation of his widow. It had, for instance, taken him two hours to get to school every day and to church on Sundays, and another two hours back. So we took the walk he took, through a wintry landscape that he must have known well. While we walked, we encountered an old man, who was ready for us well before we reached him.


He waited for us on his morning stroll to the hamlet of Zigudu, a few minutes’ walk ahead, his silence interrupted by our conversation. Zigudu houses the mission station where Hani had first discovered the nature of the soul, displaying wisdom unusual for a child.


Voices and laughter travel here. You can hear echoes as gentle as the brush of a skirt on the ground, or as strong as the rumble of drums and the wail of hymns from a funeral service over the next hill and the hill after that.


The old man saw us coming – unmistakably out of place – from some distance. So when he began the conversation he wanted to have, but in Xhosa, his head was tilted back, the warm surprise shyly rehearsed for strangers.


We didn’t understand his opening remarks, even though his curiosity was so obvious. His white hair and beard, threadbare grey jacket, navy trousers and herder’s stick were nondescript, so for a moment the three of us stood there, waiting. The road to Zigudu is a route of necessary patience, every turn a deceit when you think you’ve almost reached your destination. The road’s only obligation is to the river that twists alongside it. In the distance are the lime-green and pink huts that stand out like drawing-pins on the hills. Black and white plovers pick at the wealth of the land, the tapping of their beaks applause for the harvest, before they bounce off the waves of grass.


‘I don’t speak English,’ the old man said, and then tried. ‘Where … you going? Why you don’t use a car? Why are you walking?’ We explained our need to walk, to slow things down and understand the walk that Hani took every day of his childhood. We were looking for answers to our questions about Hani, and we hoped that we might understand more, doing things this way.


‘You like to walk?’ the old man exclaimed, excited, before jumping full-tilt into a caricature of a man running, his arms and legs pumping in an exaggerated fashion as he stayed rooted to the spot. His soft smile at our laughter indicated an appreciation for his joke. We were strangers no more after that meeting on the road to Zigudu.


For Hani, the road would have simply been the road, the time it would take to get from here to there, and nothing more. There would surely have been fewer and fewer pauses to take in the majesty, no lingering to marvel. But we could imagine how thoughtful Hani might have been on those walks.


Hani’s two daughters with his wife Limpho had more in their beauty of their mother. Nomakhwezi died before her 21st birthday, in a loss which magnified her mother’s apparently well-kept pain. A miracle baby born after her mother fell pregnant again following an earlier, brutal miscarriage in detention, Nomakhwezi was just 15 when she heard the four fatal shots that ripped into her father on a weekend he had set aside for them to be together. When their father was killed, her younger sister Lindiwe was away with her mother, and her older sister Neo was in Cape Town.


Cleo, the oldest sister, has her father’s face – soft, handsome, with a distinctive swell to the jawline. You don’t expect the resemblance to be so immediate, but it’s clearly an identity written into her bones. Her son Aluta is cast completely in his mother’s image. Cleo was pregnant when she received the news that her father’s life had been taken. All that remains for her now is their likeness.


Hani’s mother once revealed why Hani’s slightly raised top lip was so distinctive. He was a thumb-sucker until he was almost 10, but only in the dignity of privacy. His mother said she remembered him in his most solitary childhood moments, always with his thumb in his mouth, often reading, often thinking.


Cleo insists on her right to be as like her father as would ever have been possible. She spontaneously reveals how she loves books, how contented she is across a chessboard, or enjoying time with no more than the radio for company. But was she simply believing the hype?





Hani was the boy of books in Sabalele. His teachers and principals at Zigudu and Sabalele Primary were roused by his complexity and his acumen. Some, like his old primary-school headmaster, Alban Nyimbana, said they have yet to meet another child quite like Chris – and he was a child in 1956. The key to this insight, this pulsing energy so remarkable for his time and circumstances, was revealed later.


His aunt, his father’s sister, who stayed in Zondi, Soweto, was the first person to become a teacher in his family, and she apparently taught Hani to read, write and count before he entered Sub A. ‘She was a source of tremendous influence to all of us,’ Hani recalled in an interview with historian and OR Tambo biographer Luli Callinicos:


This girl, coming from that sort of area, studying to become a teacher. She taught me a few necessary rhymes and began to open up a new world even before I got to school. A world of knowing how to write the alphabet, how to count, in other words, not only literacy but numeracy.


Because of that background, when I went to school I was in a better position than most boys in the village, and I remember how the principal got encouraged, how I would read a story and actually memorise that story and without looking at the book, I would recite it word for word.


Hani’s old friend, Mahelele Qolombeni, smiles as he remembers ‘a very sweet person’. He’s relieved to be able to talk about long ago:


Normally when we came back from school, we had to look after the cattle and sheep, and we’d ride donkeys. We used to play soccer together and he was quite good at stick fighting. He was so good that some of us were quite scared of him, but he was very humble. What was important to him was school. He wasn’t very interested in girls. He’d just look at them and watch the other boys chasing.


Alban Nyimbana, now 77, strides over the tumble of hills like a man 50 years younger. He’s handsome, debonair and witty. He’s got no time for Christians, but at his age he feels the world has lost faith in the empirical. He wishes he could talk of such things with Hani, who was way ahead of the other children when they met. ‘He was too advanced,’ says Nyimbana, himself a talented young man in his twenties when he was appointed to head Sabalele Primary – before he had ever taught in a classroom.


‘We were highly excited when, at the end of Standard 5, [Hani] topped the whole circuit of 37 schools. He used to walk daily down this road.’ Nyimbana indicates a parched avenue of rutted sand. Every year when the anniversary of Hani’s assassination comes around, there is talk of fixing the road that runs through Sabalele. At least it’s been graded, making it more passable for the occasional car or Toyota Hilux bakkie – far more effective and sturdy, and now as numerous as taxis in these parts.


‘They were always a big crowd of children, and I was also there,’ says Nyimbana. ‘While we walked, we used to talk about his future.’ The school, built in the shadow of a colonial bell-stand engraved in 1907, was a 40-minute walk from the rondavels on Hani’s hill.





But there was another place that meant even more to the boy: the Roman Catholic mission church and school in tranquil Zigudu, where, even today, there is no electricity and no running water. As an altar boy there, Hani met German priest Peter Graeff, who, with his conviction that the church belonged to black people, made a significant impression on the young Chris. He was mesmerised by the world of the priests, and developed a lifelong affinity for Latin.


The church was a symbol of perseverance. The priests would travel on horseback to the most inaccessible parts of Sabalele, preaching the gospel, encouraging children to go to school, praying for the sick and offering advice. They were nurses, teachers, social workers and fathers where there were so few.


‘Many of the males were away working on the mines, some in Cape Town and others on the sugar plantations in Natal,’ Hani told Charles Villa-Vicencio:


Many of us grew up under the supervision of our mothers, combining schoolwork with working in the fields and tending the livestock. I was a thoughtful boy and often asked questions about the suffering of our people, finding a measure of childhood relief in the message of the church which told us that there would be a better world in the hereafter. At the same time, I admired the selflessness of the priests that worked among us. They lived alone, frugal and puritan in their lifestyle, visiting the sick and ministering to the poor. I learnt to admire the discipline of the mission. I was inspired and challenged by the example of the priests. To be a priest seemed to me a natural development.


Although Hani’s parents had been baptised at the height of missionary activity in the eastern Cape in the 1920s, neither thought of themselves as Christian. He said he never saw them going to church. Instead, Gilbert and Mary Hani, and many of the other villagers, practised African traditional religion. Gilbert Hani could see no purpose in Christianity; it was said that the priests were running stokvels from behind the safety of the stained-glass windows, and when this was discovered by among others, Gilbert himself, the men in cassocks lashed out at the communists. Or so the rumours went.


So there was no choice for Hani. He never became Father Martin. But when he joined the Communist Party, in 1960, he was still a devout member of the church. Hani later told Villa-Vicencio:


The Party and the church were for me complementary institutions. I saw positively no contradiction between them, [but] as time passed, I began to view the church as indifferent to the socioeconomic improvement of black people, even though I was sure that the Bible demanded the opposite.


The Party and the ANC were, at the time, emphasising the need for the suffering of the poor to be redressed, and by 1962 my enthusiasm for religion was on the decline. The dichotomy between the promises of a good life after death and insufficient concern for the suffering of the present age began to take its toll on my thinking. During that same year I joined MK inside the country and my involvement in the church no longer seemed very important to me. In brief, I came to the conclusion that the political organisations to which I belonged were doing far more than the church to eradicate the suffering of the people.


In this ethical context I, in turn, began to question the existence of God. ‘If there is a God,’ I asked, ‘what is this God doing about the suffering of people?’ But that was and to a certain extent still is for me a personal, private concern.


I am an atheist but I see religion as a philosophy, like other secular or materialist philosophies, engaged in the important task of grappling and seeking to unveil the mysteries of the universe. Perhaps I understand religion better than I did when I was most at home within it.


* * *


In 1955, the ANC and its allies were gathering notes from the oppressed world of its membership and its sympathisers. The movement faced growing repression from the new apartheid state consolidated by Prime Minister DF Malan, who had retired the year before. On 25-26 June 1955, the Congress of the People was held in Kliptown, outside Johannesburg. Word spread around the country that a Freedom Charter was being compiled. There were those who rebelled against it, particularly those who refused to relinquish their Africanist identity – whether they were middle class or peasants – and embrace its nonracial sentiment. And there were those who saw an opportunity to try and divide the Congress movement if they spoke against it. But the champions of the nascent struggle insisted that those who were committed to the ANC should know it, speak it, live it, and sign up to it. Pieces of paper were distributed both well before and during the Congress of the People among the crowds gathered on Kliptown’s dirt square. Each person was given an opportunity to say what they felt should be contained in the charter. Some needs were simple. One man wrote that he wanted a warm coat so that he would no longer be cold in winter.


* * *


By the time we return to Nolusapho’s hut, people have already reported to her on the two strangers they met along the road to Zigudu. The men are still gathered in the kraal. The women are dishing up huge enamel plates full of food. Some attending the gathering are now walking around with cups of nqomboti (traditional beer). Covered with a lid wrapped in sack cloth, the metre-high plastic drum of beer stands in the centre of the hut, the sand mixed with goat droppings keeping the base in place. Culturally, traditional beer has no place at a ceremony like this. ‘This is the good thing about democracy,’ jokes Nolusapho from a reed mat where her bed would normally be.


Inside the Hani rondavel, old women line the walls, their bare legs and feet stretched out in front of them under their layers of patterned skirts. It’s difficult to see through the choke of haze inside the rondavel, smoke coming off the pan of red coals in the centre. Even the bright blue kitchen cabinets, where Cleo is dishing up plates of food, are obscured along the back wall.


She’s been up since 3am, making tea for the visitors. It’s a quiet duty at that time of the morning. The sky is intense and dark. Members of the Hani family have come from far and wide and now lie sleeping on the floors in half-built rooms in the house next door. Limpho, Neo and Lindiwe are not among them. ‘They have not come yet,’ is the constant refrain of Nolusapho, her effervescent smile momentarily fading. She still hopes. Cleo has not yet had a chance to build a relationship with her sisters or Limpho, and has never felt the need to seek them out. Instead, this gathering makes her think about her mother, Judy Thunyiswa. She misses Judy, who died quietly in Johannesburg, just as all her family members had done before her. They simply went to sleep and never woke up.


Judy and Martin, both serious young scholars, had met in Alice, a picturesque town some 300 kilometres from Sabalele. Alice measured its revenue in school terms: blazers and textbooks, apples, gumballs and liquorice. Judy attended the girls’ school, St Matthews. Martin went to Lovedale. Theirs was a meeting of hearts and minds that lasted until the mid-1960s, when Cleo was born. Their daughter is not certain about what drew them closer as the years went on. Was it operational? Was it love?


Her mother was an activist, especially once she left Middledrif, the village of her girlhood. Her parents, both teachers in that area, had not wanted her to be with Hani. They were educated people. He was the son of peasants, his mother was illiterate. Her prospects – she was a burgeoning intellectual – were so much better than that. But the young lovers found it difficult to stay away from each other, even after Chris went into exile.


Cleo wonders what it would have been like if her parents had been there, this night. People must understand, she told us, they were young. The time wasn’t right. As she stirs the tea, she wonders about her son, sleeping in the old Hani house, further down, up another hill, above the graves of Gilbert and Mary, where Chris, they say, should be buried.


By Sabalele standards, the house is luxurious; as you walk in, a huge dining room table with soft high-back chairs dominates the room. Chris bought these for his parents. And the massive dressing table in the adjoining room would have embarrassed Mary Hani, caught unawares after a lifetime of head-down self-sacrifice to ensure her children’s survival and, later, even their prosperity. From the dining room window, gaping down at the dip before Nolusapho’s home, mounds of jagged rock remain as a reminder of where they started. In Xhosa tradition, a home is never destroyed, but rather naturally returns to where it came from, battered, beaten and finally absorbed into the earth.


Now, the concrete verges protect the old Hani home, which stands empty, under a film of dust. Aluta occasionally comes up here to wander through empty rooms that tell of another time. Aluta had done more than just not collect the herd that day when his bicycle was taken away from him. Life in the village of his ancestors, where Hanis have lived for generations, sometimes feels like it’s standing still. But the evils of city life will not leave Sabalele untainted.


Still, Cleo would persist with him here, in this rural enclave, far away from Phakamisa township where, just recently, a woman was gang-raped and stabbed 38 times. Cleo doesn’t want him anywhere near that kind of violence. She doesn’t want Aluta to endure the same life she had, being shunted from one place to the next, always trailing her mother as Judy went in search of greener pastures, from time to time just a taxi ride away from Chris.


Cleo claims she had clandestine meetings with her father. In Lesotho, she says, she would challenge him on his renowned morning run, trying to stay ahead of him but never succeeding. Or, sharing a meal, the two exchanging little more than knowing glances, the playful Chris ‘stealing’ a potato from her plate, Cleo stealing one right back.


For all the good, wholesome memories she has of growing up, there are at least as many bad ones. In Sabalele, Aluta could have a better chance. Here, boys can become good men. Like his grandfather. Like his uncle, Victor, whose life will be celebrated today.


In a picture on the wall closest to the door, Jesus, with golden locks and eyes like blue ice, clutches a strawberry heart, the rays of his goodness shimmering through his robes. He’s making the sign of peace, his index and middle fingers raised together in benediction. It’s not a curiosity. Nolusapho Hani is a churchgoer. Her toddler granddaughter, Khensani Hani – who lies curled up under a blanket next to her grandmother after hours of play in the shadows on the silent hills behind the house – goes with her to church down that same Zigudu road every Sunday.


Animal horns, carefully nailed to the underside of the thatch, are the artefacts of the ancestors. An ornate gilt clock ticks soundlessly under the hum of voices, a chorus about long ago and today. The corruption. The criminalisation of the youth. There should be conscription. There should be more white people in charge. If only Chris had lived. Everything would have been better. It was the promise of his birth.




Chapter 2


Fort Hare


We lost Cleo Hani somewhere between a rash of phone-call shops – their minders huddling under zinc overhangs on a cold morning – and the open road home. Phakamisa is an extension of the sprawling townships closest to Queenstown. But we could not find her house. We kept on driving past, seeing other names on signboards until eventually a woman in a gold BMW took pity on us, spoke to Cleo on the cellphone and then drove in front of us to take us right to her door, a mere five minutes from where we had given up.


It was something that seemed to happen to us quite often, as if there is a need to be searching for something in the Transkei. In a sense, there is no mystery to the landscape – but only if you know it. And in the case of the Hani household in Sabalele, there simply are no directions. The best you’re likely to get are descriptions full of misunderstandings, and a veil of adjectives. There are no streets, no roads, no names. Just rondavels, and concrete bus stops. Cows strolling wistfully across the sandy tracks, barkless dogs and sheep calling to lambs out of line.


Begin the trip by taking the main tar road out of Queenstown through a landscape of gorges where the light is tremulous with expectation. Drive until you get to the pointer for Cofimvaba. You’ll probably miss it the first time; it’s a mere consolation for those who insist on signs. Turn left, or you’ll be on your way to Cathcart – if you’re lucky. Otherwise, you’ll be lost in the sadness of the heavenly Amatola Mountains.


Drive down a solitary path. Look out for the post office at St Marks and turn right. Pass the church and the white swans, the custodians of the dam. After crossing numerous bridges, past dozens of ruined automobile chassis, buildings buried in reeds and the indignity of lonely long-drops in the open grass, you’ll have to ask. Some of the people living here speak Xhosa, some Afrikaans. Only a few speak English. Eventually, up a hill, left at the grey hut with the blue roof, keep going along the verge and park before you ram into a huddle of rocks.





The first time we went to Sabalele, the villagers, living mostly without lights and none with running water, were still virulently pro-ANC. The party had won 82.6 percent of the vote in the 2004 election. Major General Bantu Holomisa, who gave Hani protective and political cover in Umtata after Hani’s return home in 1990, took just under 10 percent for his United Democratic Movement. The PAC got 2.19 percent. The tattered liberal conscience of the Democratic Alliance scored just over 3 percent. No contest, really.


It would have been a small ballot. Most of the people living in the villages are under 20, most of them children, and there’s a negligible spike in people in their 40s. HIV and migrant labour rip the middle out – the mothers and fathers of the babies. It seems strange that statistics say there are so few old people because, as you drive, many seem to glide past on the road like ghosts, the women swaddled in blankets, multiple layers of skirts and scarves, the men startlingly fit. Cleo Hani says there are many over the age of 90. They just walk and walk, for hours, usually alone but sometimes in pairs or sometimes with old dogs, equally slow, equally determined.


The anniversary of Hani’s murder always means the same thing for Sabalele: about a month or two before, shiny 4x4s arrive outside Nolusapho Hani’s rondavel, and representatives of councils, municipalities and the province discuss ‘an occasion’ to mark 10 April. Much hand-shaking and back-slapping takes place, while the villagers stand around watching the knot of ambitious middle managers in open-necked shirts who keep tucking their fingers into their belts to tug up their trousers.


To mark 15 years, the new clinic would be completed and opened. A beast would be slaughtered and a ribbon cut. The last time there was this much fanfare here was when a water project named for Hani was opened by President Thabo Mbeki 10 years after the assassination.


When we first met Nolusapho Hani – in widow’s weeds, her severe black scarf tight around her forehead – we were struck by her remarkable yet mysterious presence. It was as if she could not shed her smile, as if her smiles were her only expression, but also unmistakably disconnected from much of her conversation.


There’s been so much sadness. The past drifts with disappointment. Her wit, a stream of consciousness preoccupied with nostalgia, allows Nolusapho to speak and laugh confidently about falling in love 50 years before, when she was a graceful little girl. Her crush was on her neighbour, Victor Hani, who revealed his charm during those rambling hours on the road to school with his younger brothers, Tembisile and Christopher.


But Nolusapho’s age has also hardened her to the less idyllic life, the betrayals in the everyday political world, the cynical meaning in the completion of the new clinic. Like a conjuring trick, it had finally emerged out of the neglect of Sabalele in 2008, its flat brown facebrick and sombre, bureaucratic squareness rammed against the soft horizon of colourful one-roomed huts. As we walked back down the hill to her hut after the obligatory tour of the clinic’s two rooms, Nolusapho said it was simply too small – and what’s the use? It isn’t open every day. How will the infirm or pregnant women get up the hill? It is at the very top. With another smile, elusive in its meaning, Nolusapho noted, ‘When Tembisile died, there were lots of promises from government. We’re waiting.’


It was late when we left Sabalele that first day. Night dropped like a hood over the village, and suddenly everything around us was pitilessly dark. We were certain that if a lost cow stepped into the road, we could lose control of the hired car. Once in the thickly lined avenue of rich silver trees that lead to the sign for Cofimvaba, there are a few other cars, but only every now and then.


You need patience on the main route back to Queenstown. Every few kilometres, a figure with a Stop sign, like a ghostly ferryman, steps out into the delicate dust of headlights to call you to a halt. Then, it could be a 15-minute wait, sometimes longer, before cars can move again, down a single carriageway, squeezed against orange traffic cones. No one seems to know why. No one asks.


* * *


Back in Johannesburg, Sauer Street has four lanes of morning mayhem. Number 54 Sauer Street is Luthuli House, the national headquarters of the African National Congress (ANC). Hundreds of taxis squall acrimoniously around it throughout the day, thousands of pedestrians darting among the minibuses. Inside Luthuli House there was a creeping sense of emergency in the months before the 15th anniversary of Hani’s death. The question, to put it plainly, was, how to honour Hani? There was already an annual Chris Hani memorial lecture, where party intellectuals – the Mbekis, Pallo Jordan and others – had paid homage. There was a Chris Hani Institute in humble COSATU House at the base of the Queen Elizabeth Bridge, although it consisted of not much more than two librarians, a few books and posters, a box of business cards and a fax machine.


The biggest hospital in the southern hemisphere is situated at the teeming gateway to Soweto, where Hani had been a fugitive on and off, directing and accelerating sabotage, during the 1970s and 1980s. The hospital has been called Chris Hani-Baragwanath for many years, to the consternation of even progressive lobbyists, who insisted they could name a dozen worthy doctors who had served the ANC in the camps in Angola and elsewhere who were surely more deserving of the title.


The municipality in which Cofimvaba lies was also renamed to honour its fallen hero. And the municipality in Alice has a Chris Hani Drive – a narrow strip of tar, flanked by poverty. So it goes on. Yet these bureaucratic honours have never seemed quite enough.


Hani’s face is ubiquitous in salvaged revolutionary posters and old photographs in offices and corridors all over Luthuli House, and in COSATU House, headquarters of the Congress of South African Trade Unions, where there are photocopies of photocopies of pictures of Hani.


In December 2007, during the midsummer of the ANC’s discontent, its top delegates gathered to spit vitriol in Polokwane, and Hani was recharged for that event, too, with the SACP, the Young Communist League (YCL), the South African Students Congress (SASCO), the MK Military Veterans Association (MKMVA), the ANC Youth League (ANCYL), everybody, wanting a piece of his monument.


Zwelinzima Vavi, the general secretary of COSATU, is succinct about Hani’s influence: ‘Our future is written in the blood of Chris Hani’. So we struggle to understand why Sabalele remains on the periphery of the collective conscience while it was always at the forefront of Hani’s imagination.


* * *


In the waning dark, the huts of Sabalele emerge dreamlike in the first light to lift off the mountains. A knot of cattle, already adrift from the early morning herd, are startled by people walking along the main track over the series of bridges where not much more than the memory of a river washes below. Kraals marked out in rocks punctuate the rough green scrub. From a distance, these are the crop circles of gentle hills, but those who take the road to Qamata Station – the only road in Sabalele – know the terrain to be compassionate only to stray dogs and goats.


Qamata was not much more than a cheerless platform on the way to Queenstown and Stutterheim in 1956, when 14-year-old Chris Hani boarded the train for Lovedale College in Alice. The station in Alice was more substantial, a place of frequent arrivals and departures, the back and forth that keeps a small town from death. It had benches polished to a dark sheen, a large, elegant clock and six decorative doors to six offices. A wide platform on one side overlooked two sets of tracks bordered by thick flowering bushes, loud with the cries of birds deep inside the foliage.


Today, derelict Alice station is a battered ruin of the pretty postcard. In each of the six offices live a different group of homeless people. These days, only freight trains roll through. No one gets off there anymore.


In Hani’s days at Lovedale, the fields of the Presbyterian mission known as the ‘African Eton’ were indeed lovely, but the school was racist and forbidding. Yet there was no other direction for a boy whose yearning to learn had exceeded the education of Zigudu Primary, where he had completed two years in one. He did the same thing at nearby Cala Secondary, and then it was clear that the schools of the village sprawl had lost their power over the remarkable teenager.


Hani left for Lovedale a couple of days before the first assembly, sharing a quiet meal with his mother and his brothers before they left to walk together to the station. They got up early, around 2am, to allow enough time for a journey on foot. Hani lit the stove with wood chopped the day before. Mary Hani made sweet black tea and prepared slices of bread for their breakfast, cut from hot round loaves blackened on the fire. A couple more slices were packed for the journey.


At 15, Hani was not yet as tall as he would become, although he already had a distinctive way of walking, as if on tiptoes. To his mother, he was an exceptional boy, a good son. Once they had had breakfast, Mary, Tembisile, Victor and Christopher shared the load: a trunk with bedding, a plastic bucket with cutlery inside, a worn-out suitcase for his clothes and a basket of homely provisions – bread, a wedge of butter or margarine, a bottle of cooldrink, a couple of apples, some hard-boiled eggs, washing powder and soap. It was a bumpy trail, kilometres long, but they stayed together, speaking occasionally, otherwise in silence.


In January in Cofimvaba, the air was warm enough. In July, it was icy, but Hani still had to take the early-morning train, which arrived around 5.30am, to reach Queenstown in time to meet the Stutterheim engine at a siding. That second train took him right into Alice, stopping a 15-minute walk away from the sacred University College of Fort Hare, not far from Lovedale. Only the fragile flow of the Tyume River separates the two institutions.


When Hani walked out of Alice station, he would have passed the men in pleated trousers leaning against their cars with their arms folded. The bonnets and hubcaps of the cars would have been polished to a gleam. The taxi drivers liked to joke around with each other to pass the time, but they had to be discreet. White people, especially those staying at the Alice Hotel over the road from the tracks, might complain. It might be some time before the men got a fare, and the five-minute drives to Lovedale were hardly worth the trouble. But those students with money could still hire the spacious luxury of a private car to ferry them to the white gates of the school.


The couple of shillings’ fare was too much for Hani, though, so he, like most of the other boys, would likely have hired a donkey cart, which would trundle past the general dealers’ stores, where the boys were allowed to shop twice a week – if they had a few pounds. Luxuries were rare, and treats like this were for the rich boys, the children of African gentry from places like Grahamstown. Hani got a little pocket money during sheep-shearing season when his mother sold hides and wool. After some months, his father managed to buy his mother a sewing machine, and that brought in a small extra income.


Despite the ubiquity of parental sacrifice, life at Lovedale was a communal torture. The 5.30am daily ablutions were particularly hard. After making their beds, the boys took their towels to the outdoor bathroom to wash in icy water – even on the cruellest days of winter. If it was raining, they still had to shower under the open skies. Toilets were also outside, and a long walk away. There was no way to flush, and the bourgeois boys found this quite a misery.


Boys like Hani found life behind the wooden school gates miserable for other reasons. The approach – up a sunlit avenue of benevolent old oaks, past the flower gardens and neat outbuildings, across the road from a lonely stone church – was not unpleasant. Less encouraging were the cold grey bricks and black window glazing of the schoolhouse and the raw steel beds and rough straw mattresses in the dormitories.


After the July school holidays, Hani plotted his position on Qamata Station platform more carefully. At the first sign of the train’s headlamps, he would get ready to bundle his possessions onto the train ahead of the young intellectuals from Fort Hare. He wanted to get on board quickly, to get a good seat in the political enclave. Outside, in the brisk winter wind, he would pull his Lovedale blazer tighter around him, and blow on his hands for warmth. Once in the train, though, the ambience changed entirely. Depending on where you sat, and whose circles you could enter, the conversation in some second-class compartments was all politics. These were hothouses, thick with the excitement of rebellion, the conspirators inside them as ardent as prophets.


Transkei was in deep pain. In the late 1950s, the new apartheid prime minister, HF Verwoerd, cowed the region with government’s most hollow insult. In his legislative debut, Verwoerd had decided Transkei would be South Africa’s model of separate development, an idea embodied in the Promotion of Bantu Self-Government Act 46 of 1959. Blacks would be permitted to work in the land of their birth, but they would ultimately lose their citizenship to that of their allotted ‘homeland’ (later termed ‘bantustan’).


In Hani’s case, he and his family would be relegated to Transkei, under the rule of Kaiser Matanzima. If urban protest was inevitable, so too was peasant insurrection, albeit for different reasons. The battle was led by the brilliant communist journalist, Govan Mbeki, who was based in Port Elizabeth. Mbeki’s paper, New Age, raged underground as it revealed the heroism of the Congress movement against the forces of capital.


Copies of New Age would have been well-thumbed on Hani’s school train. It was in those rumbling coaches, and in the barely lit corners of dormitories and under trees, that the young men would discuss national and world events. There was solidarity in disappointment and anger when a firebomb devastated the New Age offices in 1958 in an act of state sabotage. Filing cabinets crammed with years of records were obliterated.


In 1956, there was no more absorbing issue in South Africa than the arrest on 5 December of 156 black and white ANC members and supporters. It would take another four years for the state to fail to prove that the trialists’ association with the Freedom Charter – the loudest voice yet of the marginalised majority – was treasonous. Even the white media instructed its readership to examine the trial closely: the National Party (NP) government had surely got it horribly wrong.


New Age trumpeted the 1957 Alexandra Bus Boycott, which saw thousands of township residents refuse to board Johannesburg’s municipal transport service. A symbol of apartheid civic planning, Alexandra was just too far for black workers who had to travel up to 20 kilometres to work and 20 kilometres back. A crippling ticket price increase incensed them.


The paper also delivered the remarkable exposé by journalists Ruth First and Joe Gqabi – and later Henry Nxumalo of Drum magazine – of the Bethal farm labour scandal, which ultimately led to the Potato Boycott of 1957. The tragedy of workers in the eastern Transvaal being lured into virtual slavery on farms was covered widely in the conventional media after New Age fearlessly broke the story. Mbeki’s paper was careful to tell the inside story of how the labourer-turned-revolutionary Gert Sibande led tens of thousands of ordinary black people around the country to boycott the Bethal potato crops, which had been sown in blood.


The investigation held the Lovedale students in thrall, and the militant Gqabi was a beacon for young recruits like Hani. During the Pondo peasants’ revolt of 1960, Gqabi adapted the skills of a journalist, infiltrating others’ lives, and becoming intimate with their hopelessness. That revolt was brutally put down by the oppressors, who executed 16 people and drove many more into silence. Gqabi, like Hani, never saw the dawn of freedom, the victim of an assassin’s bullet.


In 1957, before Hani was recruited into the ANC by Lovedale head prefect Simon Kekana – chair of the Youth League at Lovedale and the local agent for New Age – he was drawn by the intellectualism of the influential Unity Movement and its outspoken youth wing, the Society of Young Africa (SOYA). The movement despised capital, and elevated that above white racism as the reason for black oppression. Yet he was troubled by their lack of action to counter the hardships of the people. He found it impossible to accept that wars against injustice could succeed if they remained only in the mind, and so the overt activism of the ANC took hold.


There was a necessary rite of passage for the 16-year-old recruit, to prove his discipline. His orders came from Kekana one evening. He had to locate and carry a heavy suitcase – containing the clothes of an enemy agent – to an appointed place, and burn it. For the teenage Hani, in an accelerated phase of conscientisation, this was his first taste of underground work. The rural uprisings that were stirring, especially in Pondoland, and the incendiary writings of Govan Mbeki assisted his decision to join the still-legal ANC and, clandestinely, the SACP.


For the bright young men of Lovedale and neighbouring Fort Hare, there were other battles ahead. The university was to become a Xhosa-only institution, by order of the state’s Extension of University Education Act 45 of 1959. As time went on, Hani and the train intelligentsia held even more defiant, fundamental debates. A recalcitrant new organisation, the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC), led by Robert Sobukwe, announced its breakaway from the ANC in April 1959. Immediately, the rebels of the Congress movement began to turn the novelty of their presence at schools and universities into a powerful, undermining force. Within ten years, though, the PAC would be all but shattered, its membership disenchanted, its policies derided on the continent. But in 1959, it was undoubtedly a threat. It, too, concentrated its recruitment on the workers and the poor.


* * *


Chris Hani at 15 would have been acutely conscious of rural poverty. Unrelenting drought and years of harm had ravished the fields of the peasants. The forced removal of families from arable land had left many destitute, reliant on the humble comforts of others. Those enterprising enough to have built up a reasonably sized herd had often been driven into stock culling because of overgrazing. A desperate few took advantage of the corrupt authorities and paid bribes to keep their cattle and sheep. But there was no way out of impossibly high taxes.


The only advantage afforded to Hani by the state was the Bhunga bursary, the United Transkei Territories General Council scholarship, which made it possible for him to go to Lovedale as an exemplary pupil. His father, Gilbert, with his sparse Standard 6 missionary education, was still one of the most educated people in the villages.


When the boy was by himself, fetching water from three, or even six, kilometres away, or milking the cows, or alone with his schoolbooks in the outhouse with the door hinged with a wire coathanger, he would consider the struggles of his parents, symbolic of so many others.


Like most men from Sabalele, Gilbert Hani had spent his sons’ childhood away from home, disconnected from their boyhood rituals. But there was no choice. There was no other way of making money, but through migrant labour, to try to put a gifted child like Chris into the kind of elite education that might permit escape.


The papers of Phyllis Naidoo reveal that Gilbert Hani earned a scant 16 shillings per week as a migrant construction worker and, later, as a hawker plying an illegal trade, but this meant he had to live far away, in a hostel in Langa, Cape Town. Chris later joined him there when he started articles at the law firm of Schaeffer and Schaeffer after completing his BA at Fort Hare.


Much later, Chris would talk about what he had witnessed while growing up. It hurt him, 30 years on – the impetus for the ideology that remained with him until his death. He told Luli Callinicos:


Now I had seen the lot of black workers, extreme forms of exploitation. Slave wages, no trade union rights, and for me the appeal of socialism was extremely great. Workers create wealth, but in the final analysis, they get nothing. They get peanuts in order to survive and continue working for the capitalists.


So it was that simple approach, that simple understanding which was a product of my own observation in addition to theory. I didn’t get involved with the workers’ struggle out of theory alone.


It was out there, somewhere between Qamata and Alice, that Chris first considered socialism. When Callinicos asked him why he wasn’t satisfied with being a member of the ANC at that time, and wanted to join the communists, his reply was frank:


I belonged to a world, in terms of my background, which suffered I think the worst extremes of apartheid. A poor rural area where the majority of working people spent their time in the compounds, in the hostels, away from their families. A rural area where there were no clinics and probably the nearest hospital was 50 kilometres away. Generally a life of poverty, with the basic things unavailable. So I never faltered in my belief in socialism. For me, that belief is strong because that is still the life of the majority of the people with whom I share a common background.


The inherent cruelty and dispossession intended by the Self-Government Act of 1959, which established the ‘homelands’, undoubtedly had an impact on Hani’s political growth. Uprisings such as that at Witzieshoek in March 1950 – when police killed 14 peasants, arresting and detaining many more and, eventually, banishing the community’s Chief Mopeli – affected him deeply.


His own father suffered the pain of banishment – first, bizarrely, to his own village but not his own home, and, finally, to Lesotho. And there were many others, like Chief William Sekhukhune, who was banished to Zululand in 1960 for his refusal to sell out his community to bantustan authorities, even upon military blockade, and eventually died of starvation.


* * *


At Lovedale, Hani had only one pair of shoes, and one jacket, and he later told Phyllis Naidoo how it troubled him at first that some of the other children at Lovedale were better clothed. ‘But I had accepted the fact that this was not important for me. What was important was to get my education.’


The administration at Lovedale had a certain vision of order and civilisation between the races. Hani and the other boys were allowed to be there only if they could live, without reproach, in the two worlds it harboured. Naidoo’s papers and the oral testimony of students reveal how the paternalistic headmaster, Jack Benyon, forbade political activity and songs about Albert Luthuli and the Congolese martyr, Patrice Lumumba, particularly after a dormitory protest over the poor quality of the food served to the most disadvantaged students in the school dining room.


Lovedale – with its daily prayers and church services on Sundays – was a significant education in repression for Hani. The only students who ate reasonably well were those from well-off families, and – especially at Diwali and Eid – the Indian and Muslim boys. Some Indian students fetched weekly provisions parcels from home at the post office on their trips into Alice, and their bottles of atchar were quickly shared.


Meal times served to entrench poverty. The echo of hymns left a peculiar timbre once the dining hall fell silent after grace. Only manners, money and race mattered around the wooden tables. The white teachers sat separated from the black teachers on a slightly raised platform. Hani, whose family could barely afford his absence from the village, sat at one of the tables in the back where meat was served occasionally with pap or samp and beans or vegetables. Those who could afford to pay higher fees would eat meat up to three times a week, while the boys from wealthy homes had meat every day, butter with their bread and milk with their porridge.


The college routine was intense, with no respite even on Friday evenings when Hani would have to soak his clothes in washing powder in the plastic bucket he had brought from home. Washing and drying occupied Saturdays.


* * *


By 1957, Hani was in the thick of it, while his later political rival, Thabo Mbeki, was the ANCYL secretary at Lovedale. Their Xhosa teacher, Mac Makalima, is quoted by Mark Gevisser, in his biography of Thabo Mbeki, as saying he remembered Hani vividly as a student leader and hothead, whose militant idols were Oliver Tambo, Nelson Mandela, Walter Sisulu and Anton Lembede.


By the end of 1958, Hani was ready to leave Lovedale, with English, Xhosa, Latin, History, Mathematics and Hygiene as his final subjects. (Afrikaans was not yet compulsory.) Papers lodged in the ANC archives at Fort Hare show that on 6 October, the 16-year-old Hani wrote in a neat handwriting to the university registrar: ‘I beg to apply to be admitted as one of your students in the degree course. I am a candidate for the Senior Certificate at Lovedale.’


On 28 October, he filled in an application form for admission and was given the number 557/7679 for future dealings with the university. His application notes that his guardian was Gilbert Hani, a labourer at 79 Special Quarters in Langa, that he was a Roman Catholic – later he would say he was Presbyterian – and his vocation was Law. Two photographs had to be provided for Fort Hare’s security network. One was attached to the student file, the other was for the library. Until 1959, the university had asked applicants only for a first name and surname, but when Hani filled it in, it also required a pass number. His was 2879218 and his father, as his guardian, filled in his number of 2231891. A necessary certificate of attainment and character was signed by Lovedale principal Benyon, and on 5 February 1959, Fort Hare admitted him, enclosing a railways concession certificate in the envelope with the letter.


The first instalment of fees of 27 pounds 10 shillings had to be paid in advance. As Hani’s bursary application was refused and the fees were 90 pounds in total, Gilbert Hani had to pay off five instalments of 13 pounds each.


His son would join the prestigious alumni of Fort Hare, who comprised some of the continent’s most illustrious graduates, including Nelson Mandela, Oliver Tambo, Govan Mbeki, Robert Sobukwe, Robert Mugabe, Quett Masire, Kaiser Matanzima and Mangosuthu Buthelezi.


Hani worked hard at university, in an undoubted act of redemption for his father. In his application for second year, dated 30 December 1959, he lists his first-year results: three second-class passes in English, Latin and Xhosa, and a third-class pass in Classics.


In 1991, two years before his death, Hani told an interviewer that he still longed to get a teacher’s diploma and to study anthropology and sociology. He also had a dream at that time of getting a piece of land and growing vegetables and flowers. ‘I have a passion for the soil. I wouldn’t mind some land just to grow something and to feel the soil. I want to watch plants grow,’ he said.


But in 1958, all he wanted was his BA, and the chance to exceed the expectations of his birth, so he requested financial help and chose from a list of scholarships advertised in the college handbook. Hani first stated on his form that the minimum amount of assistance he needed towards his fees would be the equivalent of R50. Then he deleted that, signing the deletion, possibly feeling compromised by his obvious poverty.


It seems that he never managed to pay his full debt to the registrar. In a letter to the Secretary for Bantu Education, Accounts Branch, Pretoria, found among Naidoo’s papers and dated 22 July 1964 – a time when Hani was in Moscow, training to be a guerrilla fighter – the registrar suggested the magistrate at St Marks might be able to assist in tracing the debtor and his relatives. According to the registrar’s records, the home address given by MT Hani was c/o Mr ES Puttergill, PO St Marks. The letter related to loans from the Department of Bantu Education for his second and third years. In second year, he got 50 pounds, and in 1961, his third year, 100 pounds.


By third year, he had passed English, Latin, Roman Dutch Law, Philosophy, Public Administration and Principles of Criminal Law, although his marks were not as exemplary as Hani would have liked. His June 1960 Progress and Proficiency Report is marked ‘fairly good’ with marks of 40, 49, 50 and 50. That the highest mark was 50 was a disappointment for Hani, whose clandestine political work had by then taken a destructive toll on his academic life. The warden noted that Hani’s conduct and health were good.


Although quite tall, Hani looked young for his age in oversized trousers and the same brown sports jacket he wore for years. Although he was the youngest of the student leadership at Fort Hare, his influence was immense, recruiting students and workers, sloganeering, distributing banned leaflets and taking anti-republican instructions from Govan Mbeki’s tireless Eastern Cape Command through a network of underground cells dubbed the ‘Force Publique’.


Then came the order: 10 outstanding comrades were to be chosen to be quietly taken out of the country for training for six months. Hani refused. The enemy and the struggle, he said, are here, and he bolstered his ideological conversion to communism by seriously studying Marxism and reading trade union periodicals. Ideologues like Ray Alexander and Jimmy La Guma became his intellectual arbiters. Hani was determined to understand the theory that the national and the class struggle should be aligned, using a non-sectarian approach.


Govan Mbeki, who had been fired from teaching, infiltrated Fort Hare to investigate the problems on campus for New Age, and established political relationships with some of the students, including Hani. Mbeki recalled his protégé as being ‘intolerant of anything that smacked of relationships with the government of the day. So the young Hani was part of the group who were committed to struggle against Afrikaner nationalism.’


The students asked Mbeki for help in organising underground structures, and it was around this time that he recruited Hani into the SACP. (The old Communist Party of South Africa had been dissolved and reconstituted as the South African Communist Party in 1953.) Hani was among a group of volunteers who, in turn, organised others at high schools, partly in the name of the SACP. Mbeki’s memory was that Hani ‘was amongst the leading cadres’ for transforming scholars and students into Congressites, and later, aspirant soldiers for the people’s army.


* * *


The year 1960 was hell for the ANC. Horror had unfolded at Sharpeville and Langa on 21 March, when massacres left more than 70 dead and close to 200 wounded. South Africa was soon to be a defiantly white republic: Verwoerd and his government were diplomatically isolated by the Western democracies, but he showed no remorse, and simply quit the Commonwealth.


Although Tanzania celebrated its independence in 1961, and Chief Albert Luthuli was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, the new year brought increased terror for black South Africans, who had gradually and inexorably become disenfranchised from their birthright.


The ANC, banned by Verwoerd in 1960, could no longer stand by as the human rights of its members were undermined through torture and detention without trial. More and more demanded a shift in the ANC’s consciousness, calling on the Congress movement to take up arms. Passive resistance had become a disturbing non sequitur for young prodigies like Hani. He was among the first volunteers for the ANC’s fledgling armed wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), formed on 16 December 1961. Yet not everyone in the leadership was comfortable with the subtext of necessary violence. Hani explained later:
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