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    The Place of Kneeling


    THE ONLY home I knew was number 76 Witbank Location. We called it KwaGuqa – the Place of Kneeling. I lived there with my grandmother, Ouma Johanna Mabena Bower. I called her Ouma then, but over the next twenty-seven years she became Johanna, Jwana, Joey and Jwi as the locked doors opened and understanding replaced pure sentiment.


    Born on 18 July 1941, I was the eldest daughter and the second child, and always to be preceded by my brother, who was two years older than me and called Minkie. His nickname was after the cartoon character Mickey Mouse. My ouma was almost five feet tall, her strong back perfectly straight except for her curved seat on which we rested as babies, tightly wrapped, our legs and arms embracing her. It would be six years before my sister, Elaine, was born. She came to KwaGuqa after she was weaned from the breast at nine months, as was the family custom.


    My parents, then both employed in Alexandra, bought a state-of-the-art baby stroller for her with disastrous results. She would simply not have the safety belts strapped around her. Efforts to set the thing in motion put her into such a hysterical state that finally Ouma gave in and the stroller project was abandoned. ‘Nee, nee, angifuni!’ (No, no, I don’t want!) Nothing would make her ride in the stroller. She would not be coaxed or threatened. Eventually Ouma had to admit defeat and the stroller was folded and stored on top of the wardrobe. That was the end of the matter and Elaine was free to roam around the house and the yard, the dreaded stroller gone and never mentioned again.


    She was a swift runner, and the quiet tenor of our life with Ouma was dominated by our race to keep up with her movements around the house and the yard. Her nickname became uMthubathubi – Speedy, now here, then there, like a sudden wind, in and out and everywhere, roughly translated – just as mine would be uMdzwayidzwayi, denoting a gangling spectre, head high up in the air, witness to everything.


    In isiNdebele these names were pure poetic imagery, capturing pace, posture, gesture and repeated sound. This onomatopoeic quality in our everyday speech contained an element of a gentle humour that set the subject apart as someone special beyond their formal name. Indeed, I grew long-limbed and taller than my older brother as well as Ouma, who, despite her short stature, had the strength of a lion.


    I follow Ouma’s swift march to the gate and, with a momentary pause, she stops to pull out a weed from the flower bed along the side wall of our house and flicks the soil off her fingers. At the gate she halts, peering up and down the street. Now I can hear my Ouma’s voice calling out for him, Mousieeeeee, Mousieeeeeee.


    Her voice rises on the last syllable, elongating softly till the end of her breath. The call, unanswered, turns into a shriek and then the rant begins.


    ‘This child is wild. He is goddeloos (godless). He comes, eats, sleeps, and then he is gone. A person cannot even have a conversation with him.’ She speaks in Afrikaans, our home language, except when my cousins come to play, when we speak isiNdebele.


    During the day we are always alone in the house and I have grown accustomed to the conversations she has with herself. When she asks, ‘Jwana, where did you put the pair of scissors?’ I run to the bedroom, get them from the dressing table and race to hand them to her. She smiles and thanks me: ‘Dankie, my kind.’ (Thank you, my child.) I have learnt how to please her by anticipating my small chores, like throwing the chicken feed through the wide holes of their pen and watching the hens fly down from the open shelves where they lay eggs. It is my job to keep the saucer for our cat without a name clean and to fill it up with milk in the morning and water during the day. At this stage I also dust the furniture in the front room and seasonally I help to apply Brasso to the big squat orb vase on the sideboard in the front room, before she polishes it with the yellow duster until it gleams. I follow her around the house picking up this, taking that there and helping her tidy up. The drawer of the dressing table in our bedroom is massed with miscellaneous medicines, Aspro, Zam-Buk ointment, milk of magnesia, Epsom salts, castor oil, a big Vaseline bottle, and tiny brown bottles of Boere medicines like duiwelsdrek, haarlemensis, rooi laventel, witdulsies and doepa.


    We live by ourselves in the four-roomed house with a high veranda in the front and a backyard with a rectangular chicken coop on the distant side of the back fence and the water closet with a puller chain that flushes with a loud whoosh gradually changing into distinct gurgle followed by a diminishing hum. Our toilet paper is old newspapers. We tear a piece, crush it and then softly rub it with both hands to soften it before use. Minkie lives with our parents and comes to visit on school holidays from Payneville, a model African location in Springs. As in the other townships in nearby Brakpan, Benoni and Boksburg, the dwellers are officially called non-white or non-European. But by 1950 these townships, close to the towns, with one main street, will each be declared a ‘black spot’ under the Group Areas Act. The inhabitants will be classified into ethnic groups and formally separated from their Asian neighbours, and an in-between group of mixed-race people will be reinforced to serve as a boom gate to keep Africans even further away from ‘Europeans’.


    At seven years old Minkie leaves KwaGuqa to live in City Deep, where my father is employed as a mine clerk and studies privately to qualify as one of the first black health inspectors in South Africa. With him they move to Payneville, where, in his new post, he motivates for the establishment of a fresh produce market and milk depot. Years earlier, my mother, newly married and unemployed, has the chance to advance herself through the Jan H Hofmeyr School of Social Work. Opened in 1941 in Johannesburg, it offers a new channel of professional training for Africans. Its graduates include Ellen Khuzwayo and Joshua Nkomo, among many notable black professionals. Conveniently located in the city, it also offers urban black people the opportunity to commute from home. It is the perfect option for further education for my mother. Though my father cannot afford to pay the fees, he agrees that she should further her studies. My mother appeals to Ouma to assist her and, with my father’s agreement, Ouma commits to paying the fees and to helping to look after me while my mother is studying. That is how I came to live in KwaGuqa from the time I was nine months old.


    Our favourite relative at the time is my beautiful Auntie Tinnie, who calls my mother Sis Pannie. She is the youngest daughter of Ouma’s older sister, whom we call Ouma Sussie. She is always in trouble about school and other matters I am not allowed to know about. I am not allowed to ask questions about her comings and goings. In between her troubles she lives with my mother and father and once she is even sent to the Talitha Home for Non-European Girls in Johannesburg, an ‘experiment in the field of Juvenile Delinquency’ led by white missionary women to ‘armour’ black girls to ‘meet the problems and allurements of life in an urban community’, according to the home’s 1937 report. Everybody is seized with her escapades. Her saving grace is that she is hardworking, humorous and very handy around the house. In particular, it is her love of jiving that gets her into trouble. When there is a visiting band from Johannesburg my parents refuse her permission to go to the dance hall. She jumps out of the window when everyone is asleep. It is Minkie, her accomplice, who waits and, half-asleep, listens for the knock at the window to let her back in while everybody sleeps. For now, Minkie is here on December school holidays. Auntie Tinnie lives with him and my parents in Payneville. She has been on good behaviour and attends night school. They hope she can finish her JC (Junior Certificate) and go for nurses’ training.


    Like her, Minkie is always in trouble. He roams around KwaGuqa with my cousins Gigigi and Fani, and beyond the authorised boundaries, and into forbidden veld where the Boer farmers live with their hunting dogs and their guns and their flower gardens and their perfectly symmetrical fields verdant with maize and vegetables and orchards.


    The Boer men shoot guns in the air to frighten off intrepid black boys in search of adventure. The boys sneak under the wire fences of the Boer farms and feast on the mulberries, peaches and apricots. We have no clue that our grandmothers have intimate knowledge of shooting rifles and bomb explosions, or that they are familiar with spurting human blood. They do not tell us. They scold, a lot. We do not know what they mean when they say, ‘It is enough now. Enough blood has been shed.’


    I have heard Ouma and her Sussie talk in whispers about a time long ago, even before my mother was born. I am only seven years old and unable to follow all the shifts of the conversation, which are matched with laughter, sudden silences, much nose-blowing and wiping of eyes.


    All I can understand is that I was not there. They were young on the farm and mostly they talk about dead people. They chortle about their favourite uncle who was a composer of instant hit songs. The two sisters prod each other’s memories searching for a song, but first they paint a pastoral scene of a rest day away from the fields and the white farm owners’ household. Then Ouma Sussie, with a strong contralto, re-enacts his performance of the song about Maria, their aunt, an expert brewer of traditional beer. He sang of her futile activity, warning that all her efforts were in vain because, ‘All, all of the people, all the people, will be gone. No one will be there to drink your beer.’


    The chorus is the only fragment of the lyrics that will not leave me alone. It echoes inside my head and I search with no success for the isiNdebele words that come before the refrain. But the voices of my granny sisters still ring in my ears. I see them now, in rhythm, each putting her hands together without a sound but in time with the other, their palms parting and meeting in time, without the clap.


    ‘NoMaaaaria,’ they call out in song. And then they stop with a chuckle and pull their faces back into this moment. They reach for the hems of their voorskote (aprons). Ouma Sussie makes as if to get up, straightening her back and stretching one leg after the other. My Ouma, Johanna, gets up from the bench they are sharing in the shade of the apricot tree, then sits down again and calls out for me to get her snuff. I bring the snuffbox and some bush tea with milk and sugar and hear them saying, ‘Lydenburg is where this one went and that one may still be in Barberton. They say he was last heard of in Kimberley. Indeed, all the people have gone. It is only us, left here in KwaGuqa.’ They do this often, speaking to each other as though I am not there with them.


    One or the other will begin to speak again. ‘Do you still remember So-and-So?’ One Alpheus, or Jacobus, or Johannes. ‘The one who was the eldest son of the Skhosanas? No, he was a Mahlangu, related to us by the marriage between our small father Andries and the Monnakgotla woman? They were Tswana.’ And so they carry on, correcting each other, nudging each other’s memories. A cousin, a neighbour, an uncle – all gone and disappeared on some farm in Bronkhorstspruit or Delmas, one last seen on his way to get a job on the mines in Germiston and the father drowned on the seas with the SS Mendi. Or that one who never returned after signing up for the Native Labour Corps in the Great War.


    Ja, the ones who returned came back and were rewarded with bicycles.


    But the white men got medals!


    Public parades were organised for them.


    White veterans indeed!


    Settled in special houses with running water and electricity.


    Given jobs on the railways and in the offices in the municipalities.


    Some of them could hardly read or write.


    But we had to call them baas because they controlled the passes.


    Ruefully, Ouma remarks, ‘Nee, wit mense is ’n ander nasie!’ (Whites are of another type of people!) It was all just a matter-of-fact cataloguing, a resigned recapitulation to say that this is the shape of the world as we know it, a plaint maybe.


    My memories of childhood are of women in black. Picking up on scraps of their conversations, it seems that men disappear or die and women mourn and carry on. In my KwaGuqa family there are no grandfathers, only those sepia portraits of dead old men in severe Victorian suits caught by the cameras in a moment of ramrod posture with their unsmiling brides with distant looks. Their expressions symbolise the lot of women. They all look straight ahead. Ouma’s husband, Walter Bower, died in 1938, the year my mother, Pauline Elizabeth Bower, married my father, Thomas Selema Masekela. A white South African of Scottish origin, Walter Bower stands elegant, stiff, thin-lipped with a moustache, in the wedding picture that hangs in Ouma’s voorkamer (front room) next to their framed marriage certificate. These commemorations stand in for his absence in the lives of Ouma, my mother and my Uncle Bower. And when she heard of his death in the house of his mistress, a coloured woman who also ran a tavern on Sivewright Avenue, in Doornfontein, she took out her marriage certificate and boarded the train to Johannesburg to go to court and claim his dead body for burial here in KwaGuqa.


    The shifts in my grannies’ reminiscences always point back in the direction of the Lutheran mission station in Middelburg. ‘Merensky! Eiselen!’ they exclaim repeatedly, still incredulous about the cold discipline, the hardness of heart coupled with the devout service to the Almighty. It is as though they still cannot believe these events have taken place, and it seems that, in repeating them, they are still putting together a puzzle with some of the pieces missing.


    In time, towards sunset, Minkie slinks home with his clothes splotched with mulberry stains, his khaki shorts ripped in places and stained with blood from barbed-wire fence cuts.


    Later, after the hiding with the belt, after the howling, the pleading and the promising not to do it again, after her shouting in time to the blows, Ouma hums another nameless song carrying out her chores. I love my brother. He is sitting alone behind the coal shed. I go there and I say, ‘Askies, Minkie.’ (I’m sorry, Minkie.)


    I can still smell the cooked dumplings risen over the beef stew and hear the rattling of the yellow enamel plates as she prepares to dish up our supper. Minkie, the hiding forgotten, regales me with tales about the chase, how the fat farmer set his dogs on them, how they outran the man and his dogs, crept under the fence, the sound of rifle bullets zinging in their ears, their eyes almost blinded by the dust kicked up by the bullets. Breathless with anticipation and admiration mixed with envy, I drink in the fantastical tale: ‘En toe?’ (And then?)


    It is Tinnie who interrupts my ‘And then?’ Always bustling around, tidying up or finishing up the ironing. Auntie Tinnie is like a balm. She is full of life, as my mother says. She knows all about bands and films, and recounts nightly the story in Sentimental Journey when we cuddle up to her on the bed we all share. She is obsessed with the film and soon I too am sucked into the tale of the little girl who loses her adoptive mother and strives to win the love of her grieving father, who will not be consoled. The dead mother regularly appears to the child as a ghost and becomes the link between the dead woman and the grieving widower. Auntie Tinnie sings the song from the film incessantly and soon it becomes my song too. Like most popular hit songs from Hollywood films, it captures our imagination although we do not always fully understand the true meaning of the lyrics. But I regularly parrot the words, ‘Gonna take a sentimental journey.’ I mumble most of the words, but for some reason I seize on the multisyllabic words, raising my voice in emphasis when I get to ‘sentimental’, ‘reservation’ and ‘anticipation’. For some strange reason I cannot understand, Ouma is soon irritated by my constant singing of the song and my aunt is severely reprimanded for teaching me about things children should not be allowed to know. So, I hum the song softly when she is not within earshot. My Auntie Tinnie wears 4711 scent like my mother and it seems she is always getting ready to go somewhere.


    She is also the kind one, the one who will interrupt my brother’s tall stories, ‘Hayi suka Minkie. Yek’ ukukhohlisa umtwana!’ (Stop deceiving the child!)


    On another occasion my brother comes home ash-grey, his clothes damp and smelly from swimming in the dam with the coal-black water from the mine. The hidings with the belt have become another game for him. I listen with horror at the blows falling. But now he is so foxy he dodges them, and once even dives between Ouma’s legs and slips through to her back, so that she nearly falls trying to aim another blow, her legs akimbo. It is to Ouma Sussie’s house that he runs.


    Under the tree in her long, black robes sits my Ouma Kappie, our great-grandmother, the only person in the world whom Ouma cannot defy. The one who calls her Jwana, who commands her to sit down and shut up, who says to her, ‘If you touch him, then you have to deal with me …’


    The tale of his misdeeds is reported in detail to my mother when she comes to take him back at the end of the holidays. Ouma is irritated by my mother’s reaction, which is always calm and conciliatory. She asks Minkie, ‘Didn’t I tell you not to worry Ouma? Go to her now and apologise, at once, you naughty boy.’


    Ouma snorts, ‘How you spoil the child! No good is going to come of this spoiling.’ And that is the end of it.


    It is my mother’s way, always, to calm things down and Minkie, her first child and a boy to boot, is the apple of her eye. Together, they are apart from the attention my father showers on me.


    On one occasion Ouma and I have to take a sudden visit to Springs. We find Mama in bed with her eye bandaged. I am told she has had to have an eye operation. My aunt is there from Lichtenburg and that night there is a big family conference and Minkie and I are sent to bed. All I can hear is Ouma saying something about, ‘You promised not to raise your hand again,’ just before I fall asleep. The following day we return to KwaGuqa. Still in her late twenties, my mother is alight with smiles and entertaining ideas and when she is in a room there are a million tiny bells that sound joyfully. I am struck by how everyone wants to have a conversation with her so that I cannot have her to myself. Her short visits pass quickly and before I know it she has to leave me again. I sit on her lap and at night I wait in bed for her so that I can lay my head close to her bosom. No one else is ever that close to me.


    In KwaGuqa she is called Pannie, but Minkie and I address her as Mama Atshi. It is Ouma’s special name for her. Boyboy is another of my mother’s names for Minkie. They are tight. He takes piano lessons now and everyone thinks he is a genius. Those two, my ouma sometimes says, are more like brother and sister. Besides, hadn’t my father rushed into the house in Payneville when he heard both of them screaming with terror? He found them standing on the table, their arms around each other. They had just seen a mouse scampering and sniffing around the kitchen floor.


    Uncle Kenny never tires of telling the story of a Sunday afternoon in Payneville. The adults were in the kitchen with some friends, regaling each other with stories from the past, and Minkie was playing in his room with his newest toy, a fire engine that Kenny had bought for him. He was going up and down to the kitchen, filling a cup with water. On his third relay my uncle’s suspicion was roused and he decided to peek into the room. Flames were rising up the curtain and my brother was extinguishing the fire with the cups of water! That is Minkie, always managing to endear himself – even when he courts danger.
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    THE BLUR of my early childhood is punctuated by raised voices between Ouma and her son Khalo, my uncle – Uncle Bower.


    Although my recollection of that time is patchy it is the shouting and screaming between Khalo and Ouma that dominates, and the name Tillie, sung out by the son and spat out by the mother. There is soot and blood on ripped clothes; the groans and growls, between blows, pushing and heaving towards the coal bin, rising and falling, are all punctuated with the name Tillie, spat out, cried out and sobbed. Tillie! Tillie! It is always about Tillie, Khalo’s girlfriend, Mira’s daughter from the rambunctious shebeen a few doors away.


    This is big trouble. I am helpless without Minkie. Ouma and Khalo seem tethered together in a wrestling hold. I must find my brother. He will help. I run, run, run to the gate. The plants are still wet with the early morning dew but he is already playing in the street. ‘Minkie! Minkie, kom, kom.’ He hears, he comes, he sees, and he runs to Ouma Sussie’s.


    He follows me, takes one look and flies to Ouma Sussie’s house for help, and then all the Mtswenis are there: Uncle Putukwana, Auntie Tinnie, my cousin Wincie. I am there, pulling on Ouma’s skirts. There they find us as if posing for a photograph. I am sobbing next to my ouma, who is sitting, legs stretched out, leaning on the coalshed wall, Khalo lying on her other side, holding his mother’s hand with her thumb bleeding and dangling down. The neighbours from both sides of our house are there too and for a while everything is paused. I can’t remember anything more.


    In the ensuing commotion someone gets onto his bicycle to call for the police to come and Uncle Khalo is taken away. The rest is a blank, but for the rest of my life I understand the word ‘ruction’. It is one of the words Ouma uses when our clients raise their voices at each other. I understand now why she always says, ‘I want no ruction in my house!’ I now become a silent mdzwayidzwayi, wishing to be unseen and unheard but watchful and quiet, bereft of speech for a few days until my mother arrives and takes me away. No one ever speaks again of the incident. But it sticks in the back of my mind, forever on replay.


    I learn from eavesdropping that my uncle has been committed to a hospital for mad people. Six months later, he is released with Ouma’s intervention and that of a lawyer paid for by her. When I read a letter my mother has written to Ouma, I learn he has been discharged from the mental institution and is living and working in Brakpan at a butchery. He is repentant and wants to reconcile with Ouma. After the bandages are removed from her hand, her thumb emerges pale, pink and always pointing towards her. Every day I see her disfigured thumb and on occasion I catch her exercising it, massaging it away to lie down across her palm.


    Like most of the black men born in Witbank, Khalo seeks refuge far away from KwaGuqa and cuts himself off from us. His fight with Ouma has freed him to leave. It is a closed subject. I know too that I must never refer to it. It is only when she prays at night that I know he is always on her mind and that she would do anything to have him back in KwaGuqa. Minkie, my authority on worldly matters, is also silent about this issue, so I let it go. I am always guarded and even at Ouma Sussie’s house, where there is much more laxity, I am careful not to say too much about Ouma’s business. But I bask in Ouma Sussie’s affectionate attention, especially because I realise that my mother shares certain confidences with her. When they think I am out of earshot they speak about Ouma’s unnecessary strictness and they laugh kindly about her. It seems to me that I am always to be a keeper of certain secrets and I begin to learn that not everything has to be blurted out, that trust means care and subtlety.


    For instance, I notice that there are times when my granny sisters are not speaking to each other, but I am never forbidden from going to Ouma Sussie’s house. Hers is the only house where I am permitted to eat and to play, and, after a few weeks of a stand-off, she walks down the street to break the silence.


    ‘Jwi, this cannot continue,’ she starts as she enters the kitchen door, leaning heavily on her wooden cane.


    Jwi was the fondest name she called Ouma and she was the only one who addressed her like that. With ‘Jwi’, She could always break the silence.


    We were taught to greet the neighbours and to accord them the respect due to all our elders, but we were hardly familiar with the inside of their homes. Ouma’s regard for them was based solely on the condition of their laundry on the draad (clothes line) and how early the smoke rose from their chimneys, how the glass on their windows glittered with the reflection of the bright sun and the shimmer of red polish on their stoep.
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    KWAGUQA, where we kneel. People say the name with a resigned flourish, exaggerating the click on the last syllable, their tongue on the palate, with a small smile and an exclamation mark. It is as if saying ‘KwaGuqa’ out aloud evokes other places and other times, from which we are now excluded. Yet, in a strange way, where they had been before is always with us. Overhearing random stories they tell and retell one another, we catch them looking over their shoulders to make sure we are not catching the slip of their tongues. They clear their throats and pitch their voices, recalling happy times, singing ditties of ‘wit gepoeier maar nie hare nie’ (powdered all white, but no hair to show) or imitating festive Dutch people dancing to ‘Jan Pierewiet’ or ‘Bokkie, ons gaan nie huis toe’ (Bokkie, we’re not going home). We sense that, in these moments, they are in a faraway place that we will never know, very near to where they came from. We don’t feature in this picture, unless they ask us to bring the Lutheran Sepedi hymn book and we sing lustily with them, ‘O nkishe Jesu Krestu mo o eang teng’ (Oh lead me, Jesus Christ, wherever you are going). We are like passengers in a vehicle with an unknown destination we have not chosen.


    Soon the setting sun remarks on their stolen leisure, reminding them to shout out orders for the coal bin to be filled or the water to be heated for the evening ablutions. We can tell that before KwaGuqa there had been other places they had had to leave unexpectedly, that they had carried pots and pans and dishes and blankets and brooms and chairs from place to place in the dark and sometimes with the rain mixing with their tears.


    They did not choose KwaGuqa but they could neither turn back nor go further to find some other place. This is where they can now be at peace. They have come to know it best, not because it is better but because it is there. Here they will never again have fields of their own to cultivate and they will never again have the pleasure of counting cows and pigs and sheep or filling bags with peaches and apricots, or gathering eggs in baskets to sell. But here they have some certainty of waking up in their own beds, here they will not have to watch the covetous gaze of jealous bigots unashamed to reap what they have not sown. They own very little but what they now have is theirs. They are free from the continuous inspection of the keen rural masters, themselves just rescued from rabid poverty. Here they will never again be on the road to the unknown or hear the order, ‘Off my land by the time the sun rises.’ No longer tenant farmers or sharecroppers, they rest awhile in KwaGuqa Native Location, and every day they kneel. They kneel, weary from worry about the ones left behind, the ones paying rent to farm the land that was once their own, and those paying with three months’ labour so that they can continue to stay on the land – their land. They stayed behind, in every way.


    We, too, like children everywhere, are fascinated by the notion that they have ever been young and we can’t imagine that once upon a time their grandfathers owned land. We cannot grasp the idea of their being descended from kings and other nobility because they have nothing to show for it. Everything about KwaGuqa refutes the past we overhear them describing. It makes nonsense of their long, long ago cameos told in swiftly edited, disjointed episodes. Rather, we memorise Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales and imagine ourselves wearing glass slippers with no thought of how hard, cold and impractical they would be for walking. Theirs is not nostalgia but a glancing reminder of the unspeakable, and they tuck it away where, unseen, it ferments and can only be stilled by the promise of our young lives. We are mixed up in the schooling that they advocate and wearied by repeatedly told stories of the Lutheran missionaries who taught them how to become religious domestic servants. By their own admission, they distrust the word of the white man.


    ‘Look what they did in 1910,’ they shrug.


    And someone else retorts, ‘What about 1913?’


    And then there is a babble of angry voices stilled by a temporary impotence.


    We are children. We are driven by them to acquire that which has eluded them even as new rumours of difficult times ahead swirl and dizzy our minds. Our history books show only lithographs of white men with flags and stern faces, dressed in full European regalia, blousy shirts, pants and decorated jackets. In the illustrations of school texts, the white men stand on the sterns of hulky ships with names we have to commit to memory. They survey the land beyond the angry rocky Cape ocean. In the background of the pictures there are indistinct figures of inscrutable half-naked men, women and children dressed in loinskins, carrying small pouches of arrows, wandering around in isolation, drifters in search of roots, wild fruits and beasts to kill with their poisoned arrows. In my white shirt and black gym dress with block pleats, these figures do not inspire feelings of kinship within me, I feel no connection to them.


    Still, some teachers like that young male teacher at my Anglican school at KwaGuqa will, for a while, set aside the official textbook and tell us stories about the wisdom of great, dead, old men, kings like Moshoeshoe, Sekhukhune, Mabhogo, Hintsa, Sobhuza and many others who ruled with sagacity against the white tide that drenched the land and forced them on a continuous trek to wars and battles they had not declared. He says it has not always been the rule that we are without power. He says that one day we will rise again to take back what is ours. He says we need to distinguish between what we need to know in order to pass examinations and what we need to hold fast to so we can change life as we know it. Although he does not vow us to secrecy, we know that this is something we should keep close to our chests so that it always remains new. And it does.


    At KwaGuqa, we kneel to bury the sealed four-gallon tin of yeast, leavened and brewed in the veld above the location. The brew in the mgogogos (tins) is covered with earth and ripened in the sun-warmed holes. No brewer, having staked out her area, ever intrudes on another’s territory. Routinely it is my Ouma Johanna who kneels in the veld at dusk because she cannot afford the price of hole diggers, izembamgodi.


    We kneel to pray at night. I ask that the mud from the rain not seep into the buried tins and spoil the beer. We cannot keep the beer to mature in the house for fear that there might be a police raid. That is why Ouma has to kneel again and again in the open veld, whether it rains and thunders, or in the dusky winter evenings when the sun seems to dip down too quickly and the wind turns icy. She must kneel to remove the camouflage, to lift out the heavy tin. She must kneel so that my mother can finish school, she must kneel so that we can eat.


    The izembamgodi occupy the lowest position in the small industry. In some home taverns they fulfil all the roles, from digging the holes to buying the ingredients, brewing the liquor, serving the customers, recruiting new clients, cleaning and clearing up at the end of the day. Not least, they spy on rival businesses and keep a watch for police on an unexpected raid. For all of this they might be provided with a sleeping place and some food. But mainly, they sponge off the clients for free drinks. In the event of a raid, they are arrested in place of the tavern owner, a main reason for their employment. Most of the drinking places are run by older homeowners, women who have chosen not to do domestic work in the homes of the newly promoted poor whites who live and work as petty officials for the new apartheid government in Witbank.
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    OUMA’S STRICT rules to uphold her tavern as a decent place with no ructions mean there is no loud talking, singing, dancing or fighting allowed. Indeed, there are certain ruffians who are not admitted across the threshold of our tavern. We have no radio or gramophone and I have no stories to match those of my peers who witness all kinds of dramas at their tavern homes. There is no formal association of beer brewers. It is a small coterie of women who still specialise in authentic African beer with wholesome, nourishing ingredients. Outside of this small group there are others who make mind-bending concoctions and also sell European liquor. They work hand in hand with bottle-store workers and enterprising policemen as well as certain white men who want to make money on the side. Ouma is well known for the limits she places on those who enter number 76, and even the hole diggers preferred not to work for her – except for Auntie Tsiri, who is a Mabena and a relative. Tsiri lives wherever she finds herself in the morning but her home is at the Tollmans’, where she is an adopted distant relative. Their house is around the corner from Ouma Sussie’s.


    Auntie Tsiri’s complexion is a vivid brown, with splotches of dark brown on her high cheeks, like flames dying. Her mouth is always slightly open, her inner lower lip brightly pink. She has what is called a phuza face (drink face). Her calloused hands tremble as she fumbles to find a handkerchief in the half-moon-shaped pocket of her blue German-print voorskoot, now a faded grey.


    ‘Drink some water,’ Ouma is always telling her, ‘and make yourself some tea and bread.’


    My Ouma is in her late fifties and by all standards an old woman in my mind. When Ouma needs help, she sends me to look for Tsiri, who scrubs the linoleum floor and then prepares the utensils for sieving the brew before she walks with Ouma to unearth two tins of the liquor at dusk. Each with a four-gallon tin carried on her head, they half-trot back to the house without spilling a drop. When Tsiri can’t be found, Ouma does the trip twice by herself. Always in tow, I witness how, in one swoop, she lifts the four-gallon tin and balances it on her head and in a half-run carries it to our house. She kneels in the corner of the kitchen and unties the rope around the layers of hessian sacks laden with damp soil that clothe the tin. Kneeling still, she uncovers the tin to see the race of instant bubbles spawning in the pungent smell of the fermented yeast, and breathes in the drunken aroma that earns us our livelihood.


    There are all kinds of variations to make the liquor – the ‘kaffir beer’, as the authorities call it – more potent by adding potatoes, pineapple and what are said to be traditional herbs rumoured to make the clients come back for more. On the Gold Reef, a variety called sibapana le masenke causes the drinkers to cling to the zinc of the shack walls for balance. Ouma prides herself on her brew, always made with malt, yeast and brown sugar, on which her clients get tipsy but can always walk home. Tsiri leaves the house after her duties because Ouma does not allow women to mix with her clients. She allows no carousing in her ordentlike (decent) house.


    It is only Mira, now living in drunken penury, three houses from number 76, who has the reputation of having run a roaringly successful speakeasy, like the ones shown in bioscope pictures seen on visits to the big cities. I can’t believe that the ruin that is Mira’s house now once had singing and jiving, with men sitting on sofas and some in a private room reserved for the occasional white man, including some policemen who were frequent clients. He is Tillie’s father and Ouma’s sworn enemy, just like Ouma Martha on the corner of the street on the way to the Anglican church, who holds the status of pariah because even the white policemen drink at her beautiful house with a decorated iron gate at the bottom of the steps leading to her lavish front room that few KwaGuqa residents have ever entered.


    Once in a while Ouma takes my hand to go and check if our things (onse goede) in the veld are safe. It is usually when she has had an ominous dream the night before. We trudge through the green grass, sometimes up to her waist. This is where she teaches me to pull out the stalks of the long grass and suck their delicate, sweet nectar. She also shows me the clumps of purple flowers that grow close to the ground. We gather them and stuff them into our apron pockets before she puts them in a bowl of water when we get home. We rub them together in our palms and with the generous lather comes a fragrant scent. I am fascinated. She explains that they used these flowers to wash before they learnt how to make their own soap at the mission school.


    At times the horn of the chugging goods train on its way to the Reef and to Mozambique startles my kneeling ouma, deep in thought over whether she can continue to pay my mother’s fees at the Jan H Hofmeyr School of Social Work and put food in my mouth also. I remember this when I rub her back with Zam-Buk. My small fists pummel the sorest parts and I feel grown-up, like Auntie Tinnie, who sometimes massages Ouma’s sore back. The long history of her back is a story Ouma repeatedly tells and I know it by heart. For once I do not carry sole culpability for her pains. She has carried water and firewood balanced on her head from childhood, carried babies of her own on this back, my aunts and my uncles, then Minkie and me.


    The mining houses brew their own liquor to stop their labourers from drinking in the location houses. But the labourers still choose to drink in the houses of the old women, away from the workplace. Most of these labourers are from other lands too far away to imagine; they hate the mine hostels, where they are crowded with no privacy and sleep on concrete bunk beds with only a curtain to separate them from one another. They do not have warmth from a low burning coal stove or enjoy the lingering whiff of fried onions, tomatoes, ground peanuts and morogo (wild spinach). They say wistfully how their sons and daughters, who were mere babies when they left, must be ‘this high’ now, gesturing with crooked arm, ‘He must be talking by now.’ They remark on the contours of the female shapes they see at the mine hostel gates and on the streets who look ‘just like my wife’. They forget themselves and go into the detail of soft, curved bosoms until Ouma crows, ‘Enough, I am raising a child in this house.’


    Ouma is a strong, practical innkeeper who doesn’t hesitate to drag a grown man out of her kitchen, to the gate and over into the street if the house rules are broken. I am responsible for collecting payments and providing the change. After the men leave we count the money together and I separate it into shillings, sixpences, tickeys and pennies and tie it up in handkerchiefs. Ouma’s efforts to run a decent house include a draughts board. Our customers play the game avidly and I have become the reigning champion and await the arrival of the men eagerly at the end of the day.


    After one of his visits, my father quickly puts an end to my pleasant pastime. He does not think it right that an eight-year-old girl should engage in such activity with drinking men. My father doesn’t register a single complaint to Ouma. Rather, Mama is the messenger. It is a cause for much tension, but Ouma finally relents while grumbling that it is the liquor she sells that is educating the very daughter who married into the Masekela family.
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    KWAGUQA IS sometimes a dangerous place. White men in long leather boots jump out of olive-green sidecars and surprise us out of our sleep. They burst into the rooms without knocking, overturning the chamber pot as they look under the beds, shouting, ‘Where is it? Where is it?’ They pull open the wardrobe doors and fling our clothes onto the floor, trampling all over our Sunday best. Ouma in her long flannel nightdress faces them with feigned indignation. All the tools of her trade have been washed clean the night before and there is not a scintilla of evidence to be found at number 76. She was warned that there would be a raid three days ago already. One of the gardeners, while clearing the flower bed under the window at the charge office, overheard the officers plotting the raid during their tea break.


    With word of a raid, my grandmother makes a quick visit to her sister, Ouma Sussie, at her corner house at the top of our street. Such intelligence means that we have to suspend our business for a while. Those evenings are quiet without the cheer of the men from the mines, who are our customers. The old women grimly empty the four gallon tins of beer down the drain, cursing the dogs who are taking the food from our mouths. But there is also the joy of gloat each time they outfox the police. So we learn early that there are good lies and bad lies.


    We know that the menu for the following days will be morogo and pap until the danger of arrest has passed and we can once more collect the pennies, tickeys and sixpences, the shillings and the five bobs, to buy meat again. We wait for the dawn when the booted ones rattle on doors and windows, cursing and shouting, ‘Open up or we’ll break down the blerrie door!’ And our grannies relish the discomfiture on the faces of the policemen, who leave with neither evidence nor prisoners.


    They are always prepared for the uncertainty of whatever it is that may come. It causes them to worry about how they would feed us. But it also changes our routine. It is the only time we can go with Ouma to spend time at Ouma Sussie or Oupa Jacobus, her brother who lives in the next street with his wife Ouma Planka, who is named by us after the wooden planks on her covered veranda floor. Their grandson Gigigi is Minkie’s best friend. We enjoy seeing them together, talking about the whereabouts of lost relatives and the news in the letters from their children. All my maternal aunts and uncles are living on the mines on the Reef, in the ‘native compounds’.


    It is fun hearing them sing hymns in Sepedi or breaking into old isiNdebele wedding songs. They make loud remarks about our behaviour in our full hearing and we feign agreement with their spontaneous judgement of how we will turn out in the future. They each drink a tot of brandy from a small bottle, like a toy, which they call a nip or ismehlane. The nearest size to a full bottle is a bigger bottle they call a half-jack. But before that they offer a libation to the ancestors. It is a strict ritual to pour a small amount of whatever they are going to drink onto the ground in a corner of the room or at the threshold of the door before they take a single sip. We don’t ask them how the departed spirits can quench their thirst from the ground but, like our grannies, we trust that the ancestors will shield us from the unknown. At about 8:30 p.m. there is a short prayer and then we walk home to sleep.


    When Uncle Putu is home from the Anglican Seminary in Johannesburg, he accompanies us to our door. We all love Uncle Putu because he can sing anything, even jazz – and, like his sister Tinnie, he knows all the latest dances, even though he is studying to be a priest. Watching them toss the drink down their throats is rather entertaining. They squinch their faces and shake their heads as if they are swallowing medicine, and each watches the other, taking pleasure in the moment when the liquor hits the right spot in the throat. It is a good example from which we rehearse for our playing house.


    Although ‘European’ liquor is illegal for Africans to drink, every household in my family has a nip of brandy for special visitors. Visitors are so rare that Ouma sometimes forgets where she has hidden the nip.


    The kettle on the stove is always ready to be boiled so that I can appear with the tea tray before I am asked. Poking revives the fire. The ashes fall, reviving the coal to a lively fire that soon has the kettle singing and the steam rising in the milk pan. The fire only dies as we sleep during the night. By the age of nine, I have learnt how to wake up at six to remove the ashes and start a fire for the new day without waking the household. First I set the rolled newspapers on the bed, on top of which planks from tomato boxes are crossed to allow the air to circulate and, on top of these, the chopped firewood. The newspaper is lit with Lion matches and as the flames catch, the coals slowly settle on the flames. With a clean chimney the smoke is sucked out and slowly the black shining coals crackle and burst with sparks, drool and hum, then turn to molten red.
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    THERE IS always something to be done. There is wood to be chopped, the coal bucket to be refilled, water to be collected at the street tap on the corner, under the wattle tree. On Saturdays we wash the windows, do the laundry, weed the flower garden along the side wall of the house leading to the gate, polish the linoleum floors with white Sunbeam polish and the concrete veranda and steps with red polish, and then shine them with a brush and soft cloth from discarded old cotton clothes. These cloths have to be washed and hung out to dry separately because of the strict injunction not to make clean with dirty tools.


    One day to my surprise Ouma agrees that I should work in the backyard with the dung, a creative outlet in the daily chores. We gather the still-steaming cow dung in the veld above the township, where the cows graze to the rhythmic sound of the goods train clanging empty carriages to the Witbank Colliery and full carriages returning, piled high with newly mined coal. We mix it into a thick paste with water. On all fours, I do as my ouma has taught me, scooping a handful and spreading it evenly with an open hand to cover the handbroom-swept clay ground. Then, racing against the hot sun, my hand now partly cupped, fingers and thumb slightly spread, I work the dung to create triangles within triangles in a straight line. The pattern is completed with alternating swirls of half-circles below the triangles. Only the buzzing flies from the chicken coop make their last stand and I am lost in the race to cover the whole backyard. When the sun has dried the dung, I sweep the courtyard gently to remove the excess and refine the set pattern. I bask in the rare praise from Ouma, who declares that I am becoming a regte vroumens (a real woman). My artistry becomes a favourite topic in the KwaGuqa family. When we wake the morning after my cow-dung painting, my efforts have been washed away by the rain. It so happens that my mother comes on one of her surprise visits and Ouma proudly tells her of my hard work destroyed by the storm. She is not impressed and I hear her saying, ‘Her father would not like that. She must spend her time learning how to read and write even better, not wasting it on meaningless work.’ When she is gone Ouma tells me she is hurt by Mama’s remark. I am graduated to learning how to cook, bake, embroider and knit, and my mother teaches me how to read recipes and knitting patterns in her Woman’s Weekly magazines, things I hate with all my heart. Every issue has something about the Royal Family and I envy the young prince and his sisters because in the pictures all they seem to do is wear new clothes and smile with the full attention of their happy parents and waving spectators.


    After school, tea is with bread, butter and jam. I go to George Mashiyane’s grocery store to buy the ingredients for the preparation of the following day’s brew. To repeat again the sing-song of one shilling brown sugar, one and sixpence mielie meal, one tickey yeast, two and six mabele (sorghum meal). Brown packets folded down, I run back home to help Ouma mix the brew, handing each ingredient to her as she mixes and stirs with the fat wooden spoon. I go on surveillance to the open veld below the railway line for the burying of the new brew and the retrieval of the fermented beer.


    Ouma is stern and her rare spontaneity soon turns to anger if my eager questions are too candid. We are not friends. I am her charge and one of the first things I learn is that there can be no parity between us. I am only a child and have to curb my impetuousness, my desire ‘to know everything about the business of adults’. Grootmense (adults) have their own world; they ration information in bits, and children are expected to know their place. Sometimes, though, an episode from her childhood springs unexpectedly from Ouma’s mouth and runs away so she can’t catch it. Out of the blue she frequently repeats the account of how, when she was a mere child working in the kitchen of the farm owner, ragged white children tanned by the sun and the dust came to beg for a bit of sugar and salt and milk and a cup of mealie meal to make soft porridge for the baby. As much as I learn to understand that the moral of the story is that I am lucky to have a roof over my head and several meals a day, I also ask the same questions.


    Where was their mother and the baby, Ouma?


    She was holding the crying baby in the wagon, too proud to come out and ask herself.


    And what did you do?


    We had been instructed to give them whatever food was available in the kitchen.


    And where was the Missus?


    Looking through the curtains from the front room and shouting angrily at us all day afterwards.


    Why?


    You are too young to understand.


    Why?


    Now go and make me some tea with warm milk and stop asking questions.


    She never says why, but my imagination runs wild with images that do not quite fit into the picture that is now firmly fixed in my mind.


    In rare moments, I get fuller glimpses into Ouma’s life before KwaGuqa. Ouma remembers the South African War. She refers to it as the groot oorlog – the big war. She was a child only this high, she shows me with her five fingers clumped together, her wrist bent towards her bosom. She and her sister watched in terror, hiding in the bush as white men on horses hacked off steaks from live, grazing cattle with their swords and braaied them on an open fire. Other times she hid behind the bushes, watching white men stop their covered wagons near the stream running by the farm where she worked in the kitchen. She saw them with their dirt-streaked clothes, helping their barefoot women and children out of the wagons. They came in small waves, rummaging around the fields, then braaiing small birds and chickens to eat. Catching herself in a moment of candour, she pulls back into the present. She admonishes herself: ‘That’s enough, I must go back to work. Jy het te veel vragies. Lewe is werk, nie grappies, en Johanna moet gaan werk.’ (You have too many questions. Life is work, not tales, and Johanna must get back to work.) She is removed from herself and often refers to herself as if she were not there.


    Much later I begin to understand. Apartheid is designed to permanently erase the memory of that time when whites were dirty, poor, homeless, workless underdogs. It is designed to ensure that a black child will never again see a poor white person. Indeed the new laws under the regime of apartheid are legislated one by one so that no white person should ever be without food, a house, a job, medical care, or an education. Even then I shield myself from imagining my grandmother’s life as a child. Instead, I laugh with my peers at their songs, their food, their clothes, their rules, their beliefs, rushing only to adopt the latest of everything.


    In her restraint, Ouma never tells me about the wars of attrition in which the Ndebele Ndzundza chiefdom, from which her family came, slowly lost their land, autonomy, ways of life and material freedom. She says nothing about the Voortrekkers who first paid tribute to the early king Mabhogo to be granted the right to use communal land for grazing and cultivating and who, with the active mediation of the early missionaries, soon turned their requests into demands. She does not say that her great-grandfather may have been one of the warriors under the great Chief Nyabela, who succeeded Mabhogo’s two sons, who refused at first to surrender to the Pedi King Mampuru, the assassin of the invincible Sekhukhune. She speaks only of the greatness of Chief Mabhogo who died in 1865, he who built a formidable kingdom with a complex of underground tunnels between the fortified caves that were the stronghold of the Ndzundza warriors.


    By the time she was born, the Ndebele kingdom was no more. Her people had been vanquished, their land taken by brutal force. It all came to pass under King Nyabela and his regiments, who were starved and then smoked out the caves to be chained, whipped in public and paraded as slaves in public trials, far away in Pretoria. While Mampuru was hanged, Nyabela’s sentence of death was commuted to life imprisonment and for fifteen years he languished in jail. The Ndebele land was awarded to the Boers who had fought against Nyabela in the commandos led by General Piet Joubert. The chiefs who paid tribute to Nyabela were scattered, their subjects indentured like slaves to labour on the farms of poor Boers.


    As I calculate it now, she was born four years after Chief Nyabela was arrested and she was only about fifteen years old when he died in 1902. To say Nyabela’s name aloud must have been a crime, just as it was with Mandela in the decades before his release. Nyabela’s fate was well known, but not his face.


    What she knows about amaNdebele she has patched together from hearsay, rumour, eavesdropping and furtive recollections from traumatised narrators speaking in secret, or from the epithets of white bigots with snaking sjamboks. Or the parables of missionary sermons reaching out pacify and to warn about what lay ahead for the ones who disobeyed baasskap (white authority). She learnt all about herself and her people in the farm kitchens where she had worked since she was waist-high. She could not have known joy or pleasure but she is familiar with physical fatigue, with endurance and with an anger she does not dare to name.


    She does not say that they were the surviving remnants of a polity in which everyone in the vicinity had played a role in the competition to strip them of their material and psychological worth – and that, when they became tenants on their own land, they still had to scatter all over the country, working at anything to earn the money they were expected to pay for taxes as tenants on the very land where their umbilical cords were buried. The ignominy piled on the king, Nyabela – humiliated, deposed and then imprisoned – was the hallmark of her adolescence. For many of the Africans living in the area between Middelburg and Pretoria the missionary stations were a haven. It is estimated that around the area of Botshabelo in Middleburg there were more than thirty Lutheran mission stations.


    The name from her past that Ouma repeats with consistency is that of Reverend Ernst Ludwig Gustav Eiselen, a Prussian missionary who translated the Bible and Lutheran Hymnal into Sepedi and spoke fluent isiNdebele. He was based at the Berlin Mission Society in Botshabelo (Place of Refuge). His figure looms large in her memories. One particular sermon he delivered at the mission station where she worshipped when she was a young woman working on the farm was fixed in her brain. It would not let her go and, unwittingly, she imprinted it on our yet-innocent minds. When she was about fifteen years old, in the years immediately after the end of the South African War in 1902, Johanna prepared for her confirmation into the Berlin Lutheran Church. She knew how to read the Dutch Bible and had committed the catechism to memory. At the mission station they had also been taught how to cook, sew, bake and carry out the related domestic services required to work in a European household.


    They had been told that a senior pastor would conduct the service. He would preach to them in Sepedi, which he spoke perfectly. First he congratulated the confirmands on their rejection of heathenism and warned them sternly against backsliding. Then he turned to congratulate them on their fine European clothing. He noted that their clothes were impeccable and surpassed the humble style of the missionaries, who had sacrificed everything to come and teach them the Word of the Lord. ‘You must not aim to equal those whom God has sent to uplift you from the depths of heathenism,’ he said. ‘You will never be their equals, for as the Bible says you are the children of Ham. Your role in His kingdom is to be the hewers of wood and the drawers of water. You must always remember that. You can never be like Europeans. They have been chosen by God to uplift you and you have been saved so that you can help them to fulfil that role. Your fancy clothes and mimicking of European mannerisms is going to come to an end. You will once more be placed where you belong. Now gather yourselves up and serve the Lord in the truth of His Holy Word, just as He has ordained. All of this frippery is going to come to an end in your very lifetime.’


    Although he was known for his severity and aloofness, it was a seminal experience for Ouma and, perhaps unknown to her then, Eiselen’s message of doom was seeded in her being. His son would go on to be Secretary of Native Affairs between 1949 and 1960, and Chief Inspector of Native Education in the Transvaal between 1936 and 1946.


    Ouma fears whites, and it is a source of great questioning in my mind when I consider her marriage to Walter Bower. I still wonder now. Was he white or had he decided to leave Ladysmith to pass for white? What was their courtship like? Did he not decide to pass for white far away from Ladysmith, where he could play the role of Scots gentleman? Does it really matter if there was never a romance between them? Is the fact that they had two children four years apart proof of a love liaison? However she experienced and understood her relationship with Walter, Ouma’s hanging of their framed marriage certificate on the front room wall presented a constant reminder to her and to everyone who entered her home of their relationship and its formalisation before the church and state.
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    OUR PARENTS are visitors who come in time for Christmas, Easter, or an odd weekend, unless there is a funeral. But on Christmas Day even the meanest join in the cry of, ‘Heppie, heppie. Where is the Christmas Box?’ An uncalled truce reigns, filling the place with temporary merriment and noise that takes the older folk back to remember times that we know only from hearsay, times when they were young and lived on the farms in Middelburg, near Doornkop, or Groblersdal, dressed in their best to go to the Sunday service at the mission station.


    On Fridays and Saturdays, the town bristles with farmers from the surrounding rural areas bringing their produce to the market and themselves lording it and monopolising the water-hosed streets. One day, when Minkie is still living in Witbank with us and I am about five years old, our visiting mother takes Minkie and me to buy shoes in town. My brother is dressed in a navy-blue and white sailor suit and I am wearing a smocked pink dress with red roses embroidered on the bodice, all brought from the big city for us. The three of us walk past as some white children alight from the back of a blue bakkie streaked with dry red mud, while their hefty parents heave their way out of the front seats.


    It happens very quickly. In an instant our day out with Mama is spoiled; something we will remember all our lives happens. The strident voice of a boy child sitting in the open back of the bakkie shouts, ‘Ma, kyk, die bobbejaanties het nuwe klere aan!’ (Ma, look, the little monkeys are wearing new clothes!)


    My heart is beating so hard from fear: I hear Mama asking the child’s mother in Afrikaans, ‘Does your child fill you with pride?’ Then something unexpected happens. The white man getting out of the driver’s seat takes the boy who uttered the bobbejaan word by the scruff of the neck and slaps him once in the face with his open hand. ‘Hoeveel keer moet ek vir jou dieselfde ding sê?’ (How many times must I tell you the same thing?)


    My mother is holding our hands tight, squeezing so hard that it hurts. ‘My babies, don’t mind him. He has not been taught couth.’


    The white man rushes towards us. He stops in front of us, and when he raises his big hand towards his brow I think he is going to strike my mother. On either side the space between his knee-length grey socks and his short khaki pants is the size of a big tree trunk, bigger than my petite mother’s waistline. Towering over us, he stops and quickly leans forward as though he is about to bow. ‘Verskoon ons, Mevrou.’ (Excuse us, Madam). He promptly turns and marches back to his bakkie’s driver’s seat. We walk away, a hand each in my mother’s two small hands, firm in her trembling grasp.
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    THERE ARE some grannies who receive money each month-end from their children who work on the Reef. Some of them supplement their allowance by doing laundry at their homes, for white families. The older children under their care collect the dirty laundry in bundles and then deliver it and collect the payment. In the location, the owners of the laundry are discussed casually regarding the condition and amount of the soiled laundry they produce, and how at times they nonchalantly postpone payment. The merits of doing laundry for the English or the Afrikaners are enthusiastically discussed, as is the state of their households as viewed from outside the kitchen – if they got in that far. It is not unusual for the delivery person to wait at the gate, in rain or shine or bitter cold, until a worker opens it to collect the laundry or let them in. At any rate, it is preferable not to risk sniffing dogs let loose on purpose for the amusement of the children or the missus peeking through the lace curtains. Some of the madams are kind and receive the bundles directly, giving water or leftover food and old clothes, even asking after the health of the washerwoman.


    When my mother is studying for her social work diploma, Johanna takes in washing, but by the time I go to school she no longer works for whites and we manage by selling beer and with my mother’s monthly allowance sent through the post office. As self-employed women, my granny and her ilk consider themselves respectable businesswomen and they make a significant contribution to the church collection on Sundays. I do not remember that there was a stigma attached to selling liquor and I never felt uncomfortable around other children coming from working homes. It is only when my father’s relatives visit that there is some unease on Ouma’s part. Then my routine is changed to sit and eat in the front room with them.


    Everyone who comes to visit from the big towns presses a gift of money into Ouma’s hand when they depart. But none are as generous as my Uncle Kenny, who outdoes even my parents. Because Ouma does not have a toggie (piece job), I have no interaction with white people, except for policemen. This is true of most of my peers. In our childhood we are cocooned away from direct contact with white people, most of the time. My grandmother loves the British Royal Family and keeps cuttings of their doings in the drawer of the front-room sideboard. I happen to be on holiday in Payneville with my parents when the Royal Family visits South Africa in 1948. At the time my mother is already working at the crèche and community welfare centre in Payneville as a social worker. Her supervisor is a white woman whose husband is the supervisor of the municipality. She calls the black women at the crèche my meisie (my girl). We practise songs and wear our best clothes for the fleeting royal visit to the township. Like children in most South African towns, we wait for what seems to be half the day in the scorching sun for a glimpse of the Royal Family. When it arrives, the Royal Motorcade zips past us so quickly that we don’t even have time to wave our miniature Union Jacks.
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    IN LATER years Ouma claims to come from the Ndzundza chiefdom of the Ndebele people. But then she also calls herself a Manala. IsiNdebele – a Nguni language, like isiZulu – has many Sepedi and Afrikaans words in it. Like the Swazi and the Tswana, the legendary armies of Mzilikazi, who had fled Zululand and finally established another kingdom of his own in Bulawayo, in present-day Zimbabwe, are the stuff of storytelling. The destruction of the Sekhukhune and Ndzundza entities by the settlers was not a once-off event, but long and drawn out with episodes of an uneasy trust on the part of the Ndebele broken by the unremitting land greed of the Voortrekkers. With the help of the early missionaries and the authorities of the ZAR (the Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek or South African Republic, which later became the Transvaal province), the Voortrekkers forcibly appropriated the best land. Ouma and her generation were the immediate descendants of recently vanquished men and women. Their surviving elders had fresh memories still covered up in the piety of new Christian converts. They could only survive by forgetting what they remembered. They remained stripped of land, they were stripped of chiefs, and they were separated from one another and distributed among the Dutch farmers like chattels. Some stayed near where they had owned land but by Ouma’s womanhood many had fled to the new towns near the mines. A common saying in the African community was that the whites came bearing the gift of the Bible and in exchange they took the land and kept the guns to themselves.
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