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What happens to a dream deferred? This question, from one of Thabo Mbeki’s favourite poems by Langston Hughes, provides the thread for this magisterial biography of the second president of a democratic South Africa. In the long shadow of Nelson Mandela, Mbeki attempted to forge an identity for himself as the symbol of modern Africa.


Mark Gevisser brings to life the voices and places that made Thabo Mbeki: the frontier of the Eastern Cape; ‘Swinging’ Britain and neo-Stalinist Moscow in the 1960s; the fraught world of African exile; the confusion of the transition. He examines the meaning of home and exile; of fatherhood and family. He tells the story of South Africa’s black elite over a turbulent century – from ‘black Englishman’ to revolutionaries to heads of state – and Mbeki’s own transition from doctrinaire communism to economic liberalism.


Thabo Mbeki: The Dream Deferred is a work of deep scholarship and a gripping, highly readable story. By tracing the path of Mbeki’s life, it sheds new light on his political personality and provides unprecedented insight into the dramatic role he has played in South African history.
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AUTHOR’S NOTES


ON PLACE NAMES


Recently, many place names in the Eastern Cape have been changed. This is to bring them in line with the way they are actually pronounced in isiXhosa, rather than the way they were heard, originally, by colonial interlocutors. So ‘Idutywa’ is now ‘Dutywa’, ‘Bisho’ now ‘Bhisho’, ‘Umtata’ is now ‘Mthatha’, and so on. Because my informants and sources refer to these places by their former names, I have decided to use only these former names in the text, to avoid unnecessary confusion.


ON SOURCES


Over two hundred people were interviewed for this book. Most were willing to speak for the record, but some preferred to remain anonymous. While unattributed sources are common in journalism, they are less so in serious biography; they are, however, unavoidable in a project of this particular nature, produced at this particular time. All citations, attributed and unattributed, have been carefully cross-checked against my notes and recordings, and have been checked with the original sources where this was requested.


A list of all those interviewed for the record is included in the Bibliography at the back of the book. All written sources are cited, in abbreviated form, in the Notes, and are then listed fully in the Bibliography. With the exception of off-the-record interviews, all materials collected during my research for this book are lodged at the South African History Archives at Wits University. The archive can be contacted at www.saha.org.za.
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INTRODUCTION


‘WHAT HAPPENS TO A DREAM DEFERRED?’


1


The idea of writing a biography of Thabo Mbeki took me by surprise, one night in 1998, while I was reading Hermione Lee’s exceptional life of Virginia Woolf. I had discovered Woolf as an impressionable undergraduate, and she had been to me what Marx, perhaps, had been to Mbeki: the spark that lit my intellectual life. Now, in the Lee biography, I re-encountered a typically Woolfian epigram I had once noted, but long forgotten: a good biography, she had written in 1917, ‘is the record of the things that change rather than of the things that happen.’1


Suddenly, the course that my writing life had taken made sense to me. I understood why, upon my return to the tumultuous South Africa of the 1990s, I had found a journalistic niche for myself as a profile-writer. Things were ‘happening’ all around me, but where – and what – was the ‘change’? How could I capture it, and distill it into print? What better way than by examining individual life stories as they negotiated and effected what we all called ‘the transition’? I saw my destiny. A 2 000-word newspaper profile was not going to satisfy my exacting muse. If I really wanted to understand the country of my birth and the process it was going through I needed to track the ‘changes’ as they had occurred over a century. And I needed to find the right protagonist to lead me along this path.


It was at the time that the Mandela presidency was winding down, and anxiety was growing about the ‘aloof’, ‘obscure’, and even ‘paranoid’ man who was to replace him. This was a man who had returned to South Africa, eight years previously, the darling of the media and the West; a man whose abiding legacy was not only that he had managed to talk his comrades out of communist revolution, but that he had convinced the Western world that the ANC was a liberation movement rather than a terrorist organisation, and white South Africans that their destiny was safe in its hands. He had once been the ANC’s ‘Crown Prince Charming’, but he was now at worst ‘Machiavellian’ and at best ‘enigmatic’. Both these descriptions had become such media clichés that they had lost their meaning altogether: they were a lazy shorthand to describe a man no-one could get a handle on, and Mbeki seemed to encourage it. Even as he became the most powerful person in the country during his years as Mandela’s highly effective de facto ‘prime minister’, he shunned a public profile almost entirely, granting rare and controlled interviews.


I knew a little about Mbeki’s history: that he was Govan Mbeki’s son; that he came from the Eastern Cape elite and was educated at Sussex and in Moscow; that he had been Oliver Tambo’s protégé and the avatar of modernism and progress in the movement-in-exile; that he was a former communist now reviled by the left. If I could understand – and explain – all this history and how it had formed him, and then what had happened to him in the 1990s, perhaps I would be able to illuminate the dynamics of change in South Africa. Perhaps, too, I would be able to bring, into the daylight of democracy, the biography of a man in whose hands my country lay, but whose revolutionary ethos impelled him to sublimate his subjective experience to the imperatives of struggle. Unlike Mandela, who made a fetish of his biography for South Africans to identify with (‘I was in chains, you were in chains; as I was liberated, so were you; as I can forgive my oppressors, so too can you’), Mbeki denied any relationship between his life story and the work he did. ‘I am the struggle, and the struggle is me,’ he seemed to be saying. ‘There is nothing beyond or beneath that.’


*


There are, certainly, colourless men and women in revolutionary movements who find affirmation in such ideology, but I was convinced that Mbeki was more interesting and complicated than that; the events and contentions of his presidency have proven me right. I sold the idea of a six-part biographical series to the Sunday Times, and then the nightmare began. For if I was going to do the job, then I would need to persuade my reticent subject to co-operate.


I worked like a demon. I interviewed most of his colleagues in cabinet, all of his family, and several old lovers and comrades. I went to his birthplace in a far-flung fold of the mountains of the Transkei, tracked down old college professors in obscure corners of the South Downs in England, found a treasure-trove of family photographs in an aunt’s home in the hills above Durban, walked the corridors of the Lenin Institute with an old instructor of his in Moscow, found school reports at Lovedale in the Eastern Cape, even discovered the dusty red-leather-bound original of his master’s thesis, stored at the bottom of a box of his personal effects left in a basement in Barnes. But Mbeki himself appeared impervious to my advances. I flattered his courtiers, I flirted with his advisors. I even began to talk like them: ‘Chief!’ I would ask, ‘has the chief come back to say when I can see him?’ ‘No, chief, sorry chief,’ they would reply, ‘we’ve had no word from the big chief yet. Put it in writing again, will you?’


Finally, I found myself, in late 1998, at the launch of Mbeki’s first anthology of speeches, Africa: The Time has Come. Brian Gilbertson, the industrialist who sponsored the book, introduced his new friend: ‘The most frequent question I am asked is, “Who is this Thabo Mbeki?”’


Mbeki responded with an anecdote: when he was studying at Sussex University in the mid-1960s and trying to score with ‘those lovely English female students’, he said, they would rebuff him with the inevitable line, ‘But Thabo, we don’t know you!’ – ‘this even though I had been in the same class as them for the past two years! You see, Brian, this is a persisting problem!’ On the surface, he was acknowledging that people have always found him enigmatic. But he was also identifying with those Sussex girls – telling his suitors that they might think they know him; that they might think, just because they have seen him on television every night or spent an evening drinking whisky with him or even fought alongside him in the struggle for a while – that they have some claim to intimacy with him. But knowing him means owning him, and he belongs to no-one. Through all his ideological permutations – from communist youth to allegedly ‘Thatcherite’ maturity – he has been guided to such an extent by the lodestar of self-determination that it has often seemed to leave him quite isolated, politically and even emotionally.


Many of Mbeki’s confidants had told me about his warmth in private, and had suggested that his public reserve was the consequence of shyness rather than aloofness. Comfortable and relaxed at the book launch, addressing a hallfull of insiders whom he knew accepted his bona fides, he was uncharacteristically expansive: he wished to dispel the notion forthwith, he said, that he did not tolerate dissent. He was an intellectual, a quester, and he urged all South Africans to follow suit, ‘to ask and ask and ask’. If we did not get satisfactory answers from him, we were to ‘ask and ask and ask’ some more.


By this point, I was so desperate I almost joined the gang of sharp-elbowed toadies jostling with one another and dodging his security men to get their copies autographed and have a precious moment of false intimacy with him. Instead, I dashed home, went straight to my computer, and drafted a long personal letter to the man I intended to help vote into office a few months hence. I told him I was emboldened by his call to ‘ask and ask and ask’ and – inspired by Woolf on ‘change’ versus ‘happening’ – I offered him up a thesis, really, about biography as a tool for transformation. ‘Biography,’ I wrote, ‘is the writing form most able to articulate, in a narrative manner, precisely the kind of transformative dynamics that you are leading our country though. Biography, like fiction, is powered by empathy and identification. It is focused on human protagonists; on people, their growth and transformation.’


Trying to finesse his own possible objection to the project, I continued that I did, however, understand the difference between biography and fiction, citing another guru in these troubled waters, the brilliant New Yorker essayist Janet Malcolm: ‘The freedom to be cruel,’ she had written in her monograph on Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath, ‘is one of journalism’s uncontested privileges, and the rendering of subjects as if they were characters in bad novels is one of its widely accepted conventions … The narratives of journalism (significantly called stories), like those of mythology and folklore, derive their power from their firm, undeviating sympathies and antipathies. Cinderella must remain good and the stepsisters bad. “Second stepsister not so bad after all” is not a good story.’2


Although heartfelt, this was by no means ingenuous. ‘Mandela’s successor not so bad after all’ was not a good story, and even by this point in late 1998, even before he would become the president to question the link between HIV and AIDS and soft-pedal around Mugabe, Mbeki had built up a very adversarial relationship with the media. A vicious cycle had developed between him and his public image: the more bad press he received, the more convinced he became that there was a conspiracy against him – inside and outside the ANC – and the more he withdrew, thereby further fuelling the image of the invisible backroom operator, the silent and elegant assassin who left no traces as he bumped off his adversaries one by one. But as I delved into Thabo Mbeki’s personality and his past, I became convinced that if a certain persona had developed around him, he had had some hand in the making of it. He was a profound strategist and he knew that if he was going to carve a niche for himself beneath the overwhelming shadow of a universally beloved Nelson Mandela, he needed to affect the image of the vigilant backroomer rather than the warrior at the front line. He knew that because people would never love him the way they did Madiba, they would need to respect him, even if it meant fearing him.


‘I respect,’ I concluded in my letter to Thabo Mbeki after the launch of his book, ‘that you do not take an “heroic” approach to leadership, one which is fed by a media either fawning or vituperative. I understand, too, that you govern through policy rather than through personality, and I expect that these (along with your punishing schedule!) are the reasons why I have been unable to profile you to date.’


2


My gambit worked. It was August 2000, just over a year after Thabo Mbeki became president, and I was sitting face to face with him in a downstairs reception room of Mahlamba Ndlopfu, his official residence in Pretoria. Mbeki had agreed to co-operate with my project. He had seen me twice already, during the run-up to the 1999 elections; I had published my series in the Sunday Times;3 now I had the commission to write this book.


It was a Saturday and the president was dressed casually – comfy house shoes beneath slacks, a weekend cardigan buttoned over a polo shirt, a well-gnawed house pipe in his mouth. But bloodshot, puffy eyes betrayed his exhaustion. He had managed to burst out of Mandela’s shadow and into international recognition, not only as the liberating philosopher-king who was beginning to make post-apartheid South Africa work and as the first African leader since the uhuru generation to have a visionary plan for African development, but also as the putative defender of a loathsome tyrant to the north and as an ‘AIDS-denialist’ crank.


Over the past year I had watched the South African presidency become more logical, more substantive and more hands-on than it had been during the rousing but scattershot Mandela era. But I had also watched it contract to a point where it had become nitpicky rather than all-embracing, introverted rather than communicative, too often mistrusting and not often enough inspiring. I had watched Mbeki withdraw from the unexpected but highly effective expansiveness of his election campaign – when he actually seemed to be taking pleasure in engaging with his people – into an increasingly sullen and irascible isolation.


And, most difficult indeed for a biographer, I had felt that I too had lost sight of my subject. His office had cancelled meetings repeatedly in the 16 months since our last encounter. I knew that the bad press had made him more ambivalent than ever about letting an outsider in, and this sense of embattlement had radiated, like an electric shield, around him: when I touched base with his friends and colleagues, I found that even the most considered and independent ones had either retreated into prickly caution or soared into manic praise-song.


Meanwhile, I was perpetually called upon to pronounce on him, in the media and at dinner tables, and my friends knew that the surest way to plunge me into a sullen irascibility of my own was to ask me to explain him. It was something I found increasingly difficult to do: in my attempt to understand his position on AIDS, I even lost friends – who saw, in any attempt at empathy, a collusion in genocide. I was convinced that, no matter what my personal feelings, I had to maintain such empathy: the biographer’s job, I told my friends and critics somewhat self-righteously, was to sit on his subject’s shoulder and see the world the way he did. But to do this job, I needed a shoulder to sit on in the first place, and there was none offered.


*


The expectations were high, then, as I sat opposite Thabo Mbeki now, and watched him carve a space for us, with his pipe-smoking paraphernalia, out of the official residence nowhereland that would be his home for the next decade. The perpetual scraping and tapping kept his restless hands permanently occupied, freeing his mind to work, as he conjured with pipe smoke the illusion of home, an intimate study in which we might comfortably sit. We talked about the ‘disconnection’ – his word – of his childhood, and about the way his African Renaissance ideology was powered, at least in part, by his need to reconnect with his roots. We talked about race and transformation, about the difficulties of governance, about his history in exile. And we talked, for over two hours, about AIDS. I was impressed at his grasp of detail: his recall of information is almost as astonishing as his stamina. Mbeki’s seductive capacity in one-on-one meetings is legendary, but I felt neither seduced nor charmed by him – and had no sense that he had set out to do either. This was a job, and he worked.


His discourse was as ruminative as ever, and he proved himself far more partial to the intellectual’s tendency to complicate things than to the politician’s one of simplifying them. But he answered my questions with frankness and consideration, even if he refused to do so in sound bites. Although he was diligent and thorough, he volunteered no more than was requested and initiated no conversation himself, making no attempt at establishing a connection with small talk, or even with more eye contact than was absolutely necessary. The pipe thing, I came to see, was more than just a way of focusing the mind: it created a scrim between him and his interlocutor, allowing him to work with ideas, unhindered by the mess of human interaction.


His tone remained, throughout, that of a schoolmaster whose patience and reasonableness were bordered with slightly exasperated incredulity. ‘Now look, it’s really very simple’; ‘But don’t you see ….?’; ‘Well, I’ve tried to explain’: these were some of the ways Mbeki framed his thoughts as the highveld winter night fell sharply, and we sat in darkness until someone remembered us and came in to turn the lights on. I watched, out of the corner of my eye, as staff scuttled off to their cosy well-lit homes, their families, their lives.


At some point, Mbeki’s wife Zanele – an elegant, independent and highly intelligent woman – rode into the room on the warm breath of a day’s outing: she was lively and effervescent, engaging and solicitous, excited by the prospect of joining us. I willed her silently to stay, but he willed her, with the greater force, to leave, and so she disappeared into the gloom, reappearing a couple of hours later in a dressing gown – ‘Oh, are you two still at it? Thabo will keep you all night!’ – to offer some refreshment.


A waiter subsequently emerged from the bowels of the darkened house, bearing a tray of those cold, fried hors d’oeuvres at which official residences seem to excel. Mbeki waved him impatiently away, and the tray was put just beyond our reach. Finally, at close to midnight, I was running out of tape. I was exhausted and hungry, dying for a toilet but terrified to go in case, in my temporary absence, he realised he had a country to run. If this was an endurance test, he won. I found myself thanking him for his time, and terminated the interview.


He saw me out personally, and my last image was, finally, that of a host; of a solitary man snug in his woollen cardy standing at the hardwood door of the grand gabled Cape Dutch-styled residence, offering what seemed to me to be a somewhat regretful half-wave goodbye. I imagined him wandering aimlessly about the huge old pile of Mahlamba Ndlopfu – originally called ‘Libertas’ and built in 1940 for Jan Smuts – before finding himself upstairs in the comfort of his study, lost in his books and on the Internet, bathed until dawn in the flickering blue light of his computer screen, a bottle of Scotch and his rack of briars his only company.


*


As I drove home to Johannesburg, I tried to understand the emptiness I was feeling. This was the president of my country; enormously busy. He spoke to almost no journalists, and yet he had given me over six hours of his time. Why, then, was I bothered that he did not ask me a single question, did not wish to break bread with me, did not respond to any of my gambits for small talk? Any portraitist will tell you that while a subject must be posed when being painted, you need to see him move, spontaneously, in those breaks when he stretches his legs or drinks a cup of tea, to gather in the emotion with which you will then animate the image. Otherwise, it is an entirely formal exercise: you might as well practise your brush strokes on a bowl of fruit.


Perhaps I was disappointed, too, because I had in mind the war stories of older journalists who documented the collapse of apartheid, and who still tell tales of their safaris to Lusaka in the 1980s, where they would hunker down until dawn in their hotel rooms with Mbeki, and sort South Africa’s problems out as they killed a bottle or three together. They came back thinking, like so many others, that they knew him, charmed and bedazzled by this brilliant, thoughtful, lucid man. He not only answered all their questions, but asked them many too, treating them as valuable sources for what was happening back home.


Was that my fantasy? That Thabo Mbeki and I would recreate the Pamodzi Hotel, circa 1988, in a drafty downstairs reception room of the South African president’s official residence in Pretoria 12 years later? That we would sort out his AIDS mess together while working our way through his finest single malt? We live in different times, and, ironically, the openness that characterised Thabo Mbeki’s personality in a time of war and struggle was no longer possible now that he led the democracy for which he had fought, so eloquently, in the 1980s. But it dawned upon me, as I drove the 60 kilometres back to Johannesburg, that the sense of emptiness I felt was not so much because of thwarted expectations but because, paradoxically, I had indeed re-established empathy with my subject – despite or even because of all his stratagems to keep me at bay.


It was Mbeki himself who gave me the word ‘disconnect’ to describe his (to all intents and purposes) parentless childhood, and then his itinerant adult life. Now I wondered, after our time together, whether it was not a condition still very much alive in him. For any returning freedom fighter, coming home must mean the expectation of reconnection and reintegration, of release from the vagabondage of exile, of deliverance from the oppression which sent one off in the first place – and for many, the homecoming is profoundly traumatic, for it can never match up to such fantasies for redemption. How much more acute that expectation must be – and how much more difficult its lack of fulfilment – for one who felt, as Mbeki did, ‘disconnected’ to begin with.


From a very young age, his response to this condition of disconnection had been to sublimate all emotions, all relationships, all desires, into the struggle for liberation. He had long made a political career – unusual indeed for a freedom fighter – around pragmatism, but at his core he was a revolutionary idealist. He had given himself entirely – as his father did before him – to the ANC, to redeem the hardship of his life, his parents’ life, the life of his people, by prosecuting a struggle for the utopian vision his father sold to him as they sat together in the hut that served as Govan Mbeki’s study, before he could even read. So much had been sacrificed – father, son, childhood, family, innocence – to the cause of the liberation of his people, a task he has been predestined to fulfil since his youth, and here he was, home at last, free at last, in power, trying to make the grand project of post-apartheid South Africa work, against impossible odds and crushing expectations.


In a previous conversation Mbeki had told me that living in Britain – where he was a student through the 1960s – was ‘very easy, there was no sense of alienation, I’ve never quite felt a stranger there, but it couldn’t quite be home’; living in other parts of Africa was ‘not dislocation, but not quite home’ either. He had spent most of his adult life on aeroplanes, in hotel rooms, in hotel lobbies, in the drafty reception rooms of official residences, and the overwhelming feeling I had, now, after the hours I spent with him a year into his presidency, was that he was still in transit; ‘not quite home’ yet. He did not, yet, seem to be able to bridge the distance that existed between his fantasy of leading South Africa to freedom – the expectations heaped upon him as Govan Mbeki’s son and Oliver Tambo’s protégé and Nelson Mandela’s successor – and the reality of actually being there, at Mahlamba Ndlopfu, in the president’s chair, at the end point of everything he has ever planned for, full of patterns for redemption but without the necessary power, really, to implement them.


I began to think about the great African leaders who had fallen off the perch of their ideals, trying to defend their revolutions: Kwame Nkrumah, Kenneth Kaunda, Jomo Kenyatta, Samora Machel, Eduardo dos Santos, and – of course – Robert Mugabe. Could there be a madness visited upon this continent’s leaders, not because of any pathological defects that make it difficult for democracy and equality to take root in Africa, but owing to the gap that exists between the Utopian expectations of revolution and the dystopic reality they have to deal with once they find themselves, at last, in State House? The best leaders of developed countries are, of course, visionaries too – but their vision is tempered by the certainty that their subjects survived before they came along and will get along just fine after they leave. How different it is for an African revolutionary who finally wins his opportunity to govern. The mandate with which Thabo Mbeki came to power was not simply to raise taxes or lower them; to improve the National Health Service or balance the budget: his mandate was nothing less than the salvation of his people.


Liberation movements are driven by dreams, and the ANC has been no exception. But its history in government has been a perpetual scaling back of these dreams. The Reconstruction and Development Programme, the New Labour Dispensation, Houses For All, Water For All, A Better Life For All, Universal Primary Healthcare, Curriculum 2005: policies of redemption all, one by one they have had to be revised and downscaled, with their champions and drivers claiming not grand victories but small advances, pleading with the people for patience. In this environment is it any wonder that many of those in power in South Africa found themselves – even if they refused to admit it – feeling disempowered and impotent, and that they responded so defensively to criticism? Like an increasing number of South Africans, I have wearied over time of the government’s tendency to blame all problems on the legacy of apartheid (or the ‘counter-revolutionary’ agendas of the media), but I began to realise now, for the first time, how profoundly disempowering it must be if you – the moral victor of the struggle against apartheid – have to blame your shortcomings perpetually on the illicit regime you thought you had conquered.


*


What happens to a dream deferred?


Driving back to Johannesburg from Mahlamba Ndlopfu, I found myself reciting this line from Langston Hughes’s great cycle of poems. It is a line that Thabo Mbeki himself often used to make the point – as he put it in 1998 – that ‘we are faced with the danger of a mounting rage to which we must respond seriously.’4 Mbeki had said repeatedly, in one way or another, that he was haunted by the nightmare of a seething majority that would boil over into rebellion because its dream of liberation had been deferred rather than redeemed. But it came to me, as I thought about our six hours together, that his own dreams of redemption, of connection, of homecoming – of possessing the potency to free a people – might also have been deferred, and that his anxiety about the potentially violent possibilities of the nation’s ‘dream deferred’ might have had a more private and internal application too.


‘What happens to a dream deferred?’ Mbeki had asked this question in parliament, paraphrasing Langston Hughes to introduce a debate on reconciliation and nation-building in 1998: ‘It explodes.’5 As soon as I got home after my meeting with Mbeki in August 2000, I looked up the poem and saw that Mbeki had turned a question into a prophecy. Hughes eschewed any such certainty:


What happens to a dream deferred?


Does it dry up


like a raisin in the sun?


Or fester like a sore –


And then run?


Does it stink like rotten meat?


Or crust and sugar over –


like a syrupy sweet?


Maybe it just sags


like a heavy load.


Or does it explode?6


Hughes’s concern, when he wrote the poem, was the plight of fellow black Americans whose dreams of emancipation had sagged, rotted and festered into inner-city ghettoes like Harlem. Thabo Mbeki’s concern, when he paraphrased Hughes, was the crisis of expectation of black South Africans awaiting liberation and who now found themselves often with less even than they had before, and thus on the brink of dangerous explosion.


Mbeki might have deliberately misquoted Hughes, turning a question into a prophecy so as to shock his complacent listeners into action: it was, after all, in his polemical interests to predict an explosion rather than a festering sore or a sagging load. But if we believe that slips and mistakes can be pathways into their speaker’s unconscious, then we need to consider another possibility too: that Mbeki’s certainty about explosion – his uncharacteristic lack of ambiguity – came from something else as well. He remembered the poem in a certain way, perhaps even without going back to recheck it, because it reflected his own experience. Perhaps he too was living the dream deferred; perhaps he too feared an explosion.


This book demonstrates that if Mbeki has been driven by one over-arching dream, it is that of self-determination – personal, political and psychological. Indeed, his second volume of speeches, published in 2002, is entitled Africa, Define Yourself: page through it, and you will be struck by the way he sears his public utterances about Africa with images of dissolution and redemption, of death and rebirth. It is hard to engage with this discourse – in the book, or collected on ‘The Mbeki Page’ at the ANC website – without coming to the conclusion that its writer’s dream of self-determination remained somewhat deferred, even as he sat in the presidency.


A few months after being inaugurated, in October 1999, Mbeki gave an uncharacteristically emotional address at a memorial service for Julius Nyerere: ‘We were mere schoolboys when we saw the black star rise on our firmament,’ he said, ‘as the colonial Gold Coast crowned itself with the ancient African name of Ghana. We knew then that the promise we had inherited would be honoured. The African giant was awakening!’ But then, he continued, ‘it came to pass that the march of African time snatched away that promise. Very little seemed to remain along its path except the footprints of despair.’ And he went on to enumerate these footprints: poverty, hunger, disease, war, oppression, corruption, from Algeria to Angola, Sudan to South Africa.


The dirge turned into a resurrection chant, however, and he concluded by speaking, as he often does, of how democracy was now rooting itself in the African soil, with the teeming African millions now walking ‘tall, with straight backs’, ‘assuming their rightful place as their own liberators from tyranny, from fear, from poverty and from dehumanisation.’7 But still, in his voice and in his language I could hear something close to desperation as he conjured up Nyerere’s legacy, as if he was attempting to banish those footprints of despair; that ineluctable march of African time.


Now, four decades later, it had fallen on Thabo Mbeki’s shoulders, finally, to honour the promise he had inherited from Nkrumah, from Nyerere, from Mandela, from his own father lost to the struggle. And so he had made the African Renaissance his mantra, staking his political future on the promise of the ‘rebirth and renewal’ of the continent, and becoming Africa’s most important statesman as he travelled the world, selling this vision. If the African Renaissance was, as I shall argue in this book, the consequence of a personal attempt to reconnect with his roots, then it was also a defence – admirably creative – against the anxieties of the dream deferred; the willing of a self-determination that was not always possible in the real world he had come to govern.


3


In the years following my Saturday night encounter with Thabo Mbeki in August 2000, I had three more interviews with him. None of these was as intense; neither, too, did I ever find a bottle of Scotch next to the recorder between us. He remained as coolly professional as ever, although growing familiarity (and perhaps trust) – coupled with my deeper probing of more specific themes – seemed to shift our discourse sideways a little, away from the biographical and the political, and more towards the analytical and even the affective.


In July 2004, shortly after he led the ANC to a triumphant re-election and was settling in to a second term, I met him in the same downstairs drawing room as before, on a Sunday afternoon. I had been squeezed in between a visiting Chinese delegation that had run way over time with its innumerable protocols, and an urgent delegation of cabinet ministers who were, I could see, wearing the carpet thin with their impatience in the next room. But in that way of his, Mbeki waved such distractions off, as if to say to me, ‘Oh, the business of government! Who wants all that fuss and bother? Come. Let’s leave it outside for a while, and talk about things that matter. About ideas!’


I had been struck by his exuberance on the campaign trail, and I asked him whether he was still haunted by the apocalyptic nightmare of ‘the dream deferred’. He waved the question aside as the preoccupation of another era, and verified my sense that such anxieties had been closely linked to the profound ‘disempowerment’ – I suggested the word, and he agreed to it, wholeheartedly – that he and his comrades had felt upon going into government in 1994. To illustrate the point, Mbeki used the way he and his government had been forced to acquiesce to the Washington Consensus on macro-economic policy, when they implemented their controversial GEAR programme in 1996. But now, he assured me, he had a lot more confidence after a decade in power, and was far more firmly in control of the levers of power.


He also told me that his experiences on the campaign trail had proven to him that there was no longer any possibility of ‘some big eruption’ on the streets of South Africa. People complained, certainly, but in good cheer rather than with flammable grievance, and he had encountered something entirely new on the hustings: ‘a much greater sense of joy in South African society today’, ‘a much greater sense of celebration’, which he attributed to ‘a much greater sense of reassurance amongst everybody’.


I had spent a little time trailing Mbeki, on both the 1999 and 2004 campaigns, and it did not seem to me that South Africans were any more (or less) ‘joyful’ now than they had been five years previously. Rather, I surmised, Mbeki had simply been confident enough and thus open enough to receive this ‘joy’ – a natural exuberance that is part of the South African character – for the first time, and to allow it to affirm him. As I probed deeper, it seemed I might be right: Mbeki told me that one of the main indicators of this new mood on the streets was the extremely positive response he got from ordinary white South Africans – particularly working-class Afrikaners – while on the stump. They accepted him as their president even if they were not going to vote for him, and this led him to believe that there was no longer any significant ‘sense of distance’ between whites and blacks.


As he spoke, something occurred to me: was it possible that, just as his earlier anxieties about explosion were linked to his own experience of the dream deferred and his worries about self-determination, his perception of a new sense of ‘joy’ abroad in South Africa was a reflection of his own new-found sense of wellbeing and confidence? His international reputation had never been higher; the AIDS wars seemed to have abated; his economic policies were working and the country was booming even if growth was still jobless; his hold over the ANC also seemed to be stronger, even, than Mandela’s had been at his heyday. Most importantly, he had just won an election, gaining for the ANC an unprecedented margin on the strength of his own incumbency rather than on the legacy of his predecessor.


Once more, Mbeki saw me out himself, and waved me off from the grand portal that had previously framed Smuts and Verwoerd, De Klerk and Mandela. But this time, as I drove back to Johannesburg, I reflected on a story Mbeki had just told me, about a trip to the Karoo – recounted at the end of this book – which suggested that he had found some form of inner peace. I convinced myself that my subject was finally ‘home’. And I heaved a sigh of relief.


*


Was I wrong?


Although the ANC had rallied behind Mbeki with formidable collective purpose to win the 2004 elections, it was, in fact, riven by discord. Since the 1990s there had been major contention about economic policy, and deep dissatisfaction – particularly among those on the left – with Mbeki’s governing style: his alleged desire for central control and intolerance of dissent, and his rather blunt way of labeling critics as enemies of progress. Then, in late 2002, it was revealed that Mbeki’s deputy, Jacob Zuma, was being investigated in connection with corruption charges relating to his financial advisor, Schabir Shaik: it was alleged that Shaik had solicited a bribe worth R500 000 a year from a French arms company, on Zuma’s behalf.8 Zuma believed he was being victimised by the national director of public prosecutions, Bulelani Ngcuka, as part of a conspiracy to dispose of him. He and his supporters counter-charged that Ngcuka had once been investigated as an apartheid spy, and was exacting revenge for this; Mbeki appointed a judicial commission of inquiry which ultimately cleared Ngcuka, who nonetheless resigned, as did his principal, the justice minister, Penuell Maduna.


Post-apartheid politics had never been rougher, and Mbeki was deeply involved. He had been briefed about the allegations against Zuma since at least 2001; in November 2002, he had declined to accept Zuma’s offer of resignation.9 Then, in August 2003 – after consulting with Mbeki – Ngcuka had issued a statement that although there was a ‘prima facie’ case against Zuma, he would not be charged.10 Zuma and his supporters saw this as a deliberate ploy to damn him even though there was not enough evidence to get him into court.


Just before Ngcuka made his statement, Mbeki had, in fact, asked Zuma to resign. But by this point Zuma’s attitude had hardened, and he dared his boss to fire him. Mbeki blinked, and instead authorised a statement to be released from the Presidency declaring that no action would be taken against his deputy. This was not only because of the presumption of innocence, but because of ‘trust … based on confidence that was so central to survival and success in the conduct of struggle.’11


The day after this statement was issued, I happened to have an interview with a senior ANC leader intimate with all the above players. ‘This is the worst time for us to talk about the ANC,’ the comrade said to me. ‘We have never been more depressed.’


This was a person who had suffered more than most during the years of struggle. ‘Surely not,’ I countered. ‘You’ve been arrested, detained, tortured; you’ve had your family shattered by exile and imprisonment. You’ve lived without even the least flicker of possibility of return home in your lifetime. How can you even compare this to that?’


My interlocutor’s response was resolute, and signalled the depth of the crisis: ‘No, this is worse. It’s tearing us apart.’ Somewhat atavistically, the ANC still understands itself as a family rather than as a modern political party; hence the Presidency’s statement that action would not be taken against Zuma on the basis of ‘trust’. In such an environment, a war between leaders is a blood feud rather than a power play or an ideological battle; Cain versus Abel rather than Saul versus David. Nothing could be worse.


The fact that Mbeki and Zuma had been perceived to be so close – brothers in struggle – only exacerbated the distress. The two men, exact contemporaries, had met in the field in Swaziland in 1975, had advanced through the exile hierarchy on parallel tracks, and had been a close political duo since the late 1980s, when they had worked together covertly to set up contact with the South African authorities, and then run negotiations together until sidelined by Cyril Ramaphosa and his supporters in 1991. Even after that, they had been a formidable combination, working together to bring recalcitrant Afrikaner secessionists and Zulu nationalists into the 1994 elections. In 1997, the ANC selected them as president and deputy president of the party respectively: no-one doubted that they would rule the post-Mandela era side by side.


As political partners, they manifested, as someone close to both of them put it to me, an ‘uncanny co-ordination’. If Mbeki was the head of the movement, then Zuma was its heart: the latter’s easy affability and empathetic demeanour meant that he held the party and the ruling tripartite alliance together. Zuma took on the role of smoothing the feathers that Mbeki seemed unconcerned about ruffling: with the AIDS community; with slighted alliance partners; with prickly egos in the provinces. If you felt unaffirmed by the ‘chief’, you knew you could find a sympathetic ear with his deputy, and both men seemed to understand, even if tacitly, this division of labour.12


But beneath the public impression of a watertight political duo, the relationship had become fraught. Mbeki, and those around him, began to worry that Zuma possessed a dangerous combination of unhealthy ambition and poor judgement, and Zuma began to feel that the loyalty he had long shown to Mbeki was not being reciprocated (Zuma had been instrumental in advising Mandela to appoint Mbeki rather than Ramaphosa as deputy president in 1994). In fact, Mbeki had come to believe that Zuma did not have what it took for high office; he nonetheless supported Zuma to be the ANC deputy president in 1997 because he believed his old comrade was the only candidate strong enough to keep Winnie Mandela out.


Then, in 1999, Mbeki attempted to bypass Zuma by offering the deputy presidency of the country to the IFP’s Chief Buthelezi. But the ANC leadership in KwaZulu-Natal scuppered the plan, something for which many in Mbeki’s inner circle blame Zuma. The net effect was that Buthelezi declined the post, thereby clearing the way for Zuma himself to take it, and thus remain in the line of succession.


The working relationship between the two men thereafter was not good: the impression gained by Zuma and his staff is that they were iced out of any significant decision-making, while the technocrats around Mbeki saw Zuma as an incompetent drain on the presidency’s can-do image. Mbeki also seemed to have taken sides in the endemic factionalism of KwaZulu-Natal ANC politics, and had gained the ear, in the province, of Zuma’s rivals. The relationship reached a nadir in 2001, when Mbeki became convinced that there was a coup plot against him, led by three former rivals-turned-businessmen, Tokyo Sexwale, Cyril Ramaphosa and Mathews Phosa. He believed that Zuma had been supplying them with information, and confronted his deputy; this led to Zuma’s extraordinary and seemingly unprovoked press statement that he had no aspirations to become president.13 According to comrades close to both of them, it was at this point that trust was broken, irrevocably – no matter what the 2003 statement later said.


*


Perhaps it was a measure of Mbeki’s newfound confidence – that sense of being ‘home’ that I discerned when I met him in July 2004 – that enabled him to fire Zuma with such alacrity in June 2005, once a court found Schabir Shaik guilty of brokering a bribe on Zuma’s behalf, with Zuma’s consent, from the French arms company Thomson-CSF.14


I wondered at the time, as did many, why Mbeki had waited so long. He had, after all, been briefed about the state’s investigations into his deputy since at least 2001. Zuma has suggested that it was all part of an elaborate plot to use the organs of state to get rid of him15 – perhaps because Mbeki was too weak to exercise his power to act against him politically. While it is difficult to accept the first part of this equation (the evidence is that Mbeki did, indeed, go out of his way to protect Zuma), the second part rings true: because Zuma had been Mbeki’s ‘heart’ for so long, and because of Zuma’s popularity within the ANC leadership, Mbeki did not seem to trust that he would maintain the confidence of the movement if he fired his deputy. It was only once there was evidence against Zuma accepted by a court of law, in the Shaik trial, that Mbeki felt confident – or desperate – enough to act.


But two weeks later, at the ANC’s National General Council meeting, Mbeki’s apparent hold over the party suddenly shattered, as the president’s many detractors coalesced in support of the dismissed deputy president as a way of voicing their dissatisfaction with him: even though Zuma had been persuaded to step down from his party responsibilities, the meeting aggressively demanded he resume them. This, in effect, was the moment that the Zuma presidential campaign began: he was packaged as something of an ‘anti-Mbeki’ – effusive, empathetic, a South African everyman who symbolised the alienation of the ordinary person from the machinations of the new black business class and technocratic elite. Polls showed that – apart from his ethnic base in KwaZulu-Nata – Zuma drew his support from marginalised sectors of the population: young people, rural folk, and the unemployed.16


Mbeki might have maintained the loyalty of a majority of the ANC leadership – and, if polls were to be believed, of most South Africans – but in the months and years to come it was open season on his reputation: from the songs sung at COSATU conferences deriding him as a ‘big ugly dog’, to the burning of tee shirts and posters bearing his likeness, to the haemorrhaging of key loyalists away from his inner circle, to the determination by Zuma and his supporters to prevent Mbeki from remaining ANC president after 2007, to the way that Zuma supporters jeered at him and walked out on him at events in KwaZulu-Natal.


It went beyond Zuma partisanship and ANC factionalism: the crisis prised open a space, in broader society, for unprecedentedly robust criticism of the leadership of the liberation movement that had brought freedom just over a decade previously. This was healthy, and many of the criticisms were legitimate – such as the dissonance Mbeki had created around AIDS, or the gap between his pronouncements on cronyism and corruption and his seeming inability to act against compromised or ineffective members of his own government, such as the police chief Jackie Selebi or the health minister Manto Tshabalala-Msimang. But even so, the pitch of the discourse often seemed fuelled by a sense of anger and betrayal levelled at someone who had been vested with a responsibility far greater than mere executive office. It was as if, by voting Mbeki into office, we had charged him with nothing less than the custody of our dreams – and with every violent crime, with every unemployed high school graduate, with every AIDS death, he stood accused of shattering them.


Suddenly, in the months following Mbeki’s dismissal of Zuma, comrades who had been tight-lipped about him for years were approaching me, unsolicited: even his closest allies had something to say about how he had been, at least in part, the architect of his own downfall. Was this the beginning of the fifth act of a modern-day Shakespearean tragedy? Would Mbeki be remembered, by future generations, as yet another great man brought down by his own fatal flaws?


When he was a young man studying at the Lenin Institute in Moscow in 1969, Mbeki’s favourite play had been Coriolanus. He understood the tragedy’s eponymous hero – conventionally seen as a vainglorious proto-fascist – to be the very model for a 20th-century revolutionary, not unlike Che Guevara, full of ‘truthfulness, courage, self-sacrifice, absence of self-seeking, brotherliness, heroism, optimism’, as he wrote to his Sussex friends, Mel and Rhiannon Gooding.17


The Goodings, like most conventional readers of Coriolanus, protested vigorously. No! Coriolanus was a tyrant driven by hubris! But as a fired-up young communist, Thabo Mbeki saw him as a revolutionary role model precisely because he was prepared to go to war against his own people, who had become a ‘rabble’, an ‘unthinking mob, with its cowardice, its lying, its ordinary people-ness’.18 Rome had to be purged of its rot, and Coriolanus would kill his own mother in the process if he had to. The reason for the Roman general’s exile in the first place had been that, upon returning to the city after a victorious battle, he had refused to boast about his war wounds; he would not swagger or take part in the ‘heroic’ performance of the returning conqueror. He would not dissemble: ‘I play the man I am.’19


This assertion of self-determination has been Mbeki’s mantra: from his refusal to ‘spin’ the media, to his refusal to compromise on positions that he believed were principled, such as the toxicity of ARVs, or the right of Zimbabwe to remain in the Commonwealth. But Mbeki is a careful and subtle reader: why, then, did he not understand that Coriolanus’s tragic flaw was precisely his inability to find a way of casting the image of himself that the people wanted, that was expected of him, while remaining true to his principles?


When, at our very first meeting in early 1999, I asked him how to escape the fate of Coriolanus, his answer was fascinating, and not a little chilling: change society, not yourself. While studying at the Lenin Institute, he told me, he had become enamoured of a Soviet critic who argued that the reason why Shakespeare’s heroes always die is not because of their tragic flaws, but rather because this is the way the playwright illuminated society’s imperfection: ‘The person who does good, and does it honestly, must expect to be overpowered by forces of evil,’ Mbeki said to me. ‘But it would be incorrect not to do good just because you know death is coming.’


So struck was I by this statement that I wrote it out and pinned it to my notice board after our interview, next to a photograph of Thabo Mbeki in his increasingly characteristic pose of scepticism, the mouth scowling slightly, the eyebrows and nose raised, as if to say, ‘I’m waiting. Prove me wrong.’ It remained there, half-forgotten, for six years – until one day in the heat of the Zuma crisis in mid-2005 I noticed it again: The person who does good, and does it honestly, must expect to be overpowered by forces of evil. It seemed to be the key to the way Mbeki was dealing with the Zuma crisis, this potentially tragic fifth act of his political career: whatever anyone else thought of him, he remained, in his own mind, a person doing good and doing it honestly.


*


I do not doubt my intuition that Mbeki came ‘home’, finally, some time around 2004. But the Zuma crisis demonstrates the reality that homecoming does not necessarily mean the realisation of one’s dreams – which must of necessity remain deferred, by their very definition. As I have tracked Mbeki over the years of the Zuma crisis, those shadows of disconnection I discerned, in my meeting with him that long winter’s night in 2000, have only seemed to grow. His praise-singers have become more manic, his detractors more embittered and betrayed, the man himself more isolated and inscrutable.


According to the South African constitution, South African presidents are limited to only two terms. Mbeki’s second term expires in 2009, and he has made it clear that he has no intention of attempting to amend the law so that he can remain in office. But there are no such proscriptions on the ANC presidency, and as it became clearer that this position – the gateway to the succession – was Zuma’s to lose, Mbeki let it be known that he would be available for re-election, at the party’s December 2007 conference, as the head of the party.


While the succession debate was raging, I was completing my final edit of this book. During the course of 2007, several scheduled meetings with Mbeki were cancelled. We communicated, instead, in a novel way. I would e-mail questions for him to his wife, and he would respond to them by talking into a dictaphone. A minidisk would then be delivered to me – sometimes very late at night. In these questions, I asked him to reflect on the succession, but his answers were anodyne; milder versions of his frequent public statements denying any crisis in the ANC and accusing the media of counter-revolutionary agendas for suggesting anything of the sort.


But I knew, from his confidants, that he was deeply distressed by the possibility of being succeeded by Zuma, and that he believed his deputy’s play for the presidency to be part of a strategy to avoid prosecution (Zuma had been charged in 2005, but the case had been thrown out of court for technical reasons, and the National Prosecuting Authority was considering charging him again). More than that: Mbeki allegedly worried that Zuma and his backers had no respect for the rule of law, and would be unaccountable to the constitutional dispensation the ANC had put into place if they came to power. There was also the worry of a resurgence of ethnic politics, and – given his support from the left – that Zuma’s leftist advisors would undo all the meticulous stitching of South Africa into the global economy that Mbeki and his economic managers had undertaken over 15 years.


So compromised was Mbeki by the battle with Zuma that not even his strongest supporters believed that his continued presidency of the ANC was ideal. But many concurred that he was, perhaps, the only ANC leader who stood a chance of defeating Zuma, and of keeping South Africa stable. For Mbeki and those around him, the possibility of a Zuma presidency was a scenario far worse than a dream deferred. It would be, in effect, a dream shattered, irrevocably, as South Africa turned into yet another post-colonial kleptocracy; another ‘footprint of despair’ in the path of destruction away from the promises of uhuru.


That some people in the ANC family felt this way about other people in the ANC family was a symptom, in and of itself, of the dream deferred.


4


In her own memoir, Virginia Woolf makes the point that it is ‘futile’ to write biography if one is not going to find a way of relating the interior life of one’s subject – the soul – to its exterior context: society. So as to express the difficulty of such an enterprise, she crafts a compelling metaphor: ‘I see myself as a fish in a stream; deflected; held in place; but cannot describe the stream.’20


If one of the aims of this book is to record through the story of Thabo Mbeki what has changed rather than what has happened in South Africa, then another is to find the relationship between the fish and the stream; of Mbeki’s personal experience of ‘the dream deferred’, and that of his people as they fought for – and seemingly won – their freedom. But it is, in the end, a story about the fish even if it does try, too, to describe the stream.


‘Who is this Thabo Mbeki?’ The question, asked by Brian Gilbertson at the launch of Mbeki’s book in 1998, has not yet been answered. And yet, this is not in any way a conclusive biography; how could it be, when Mbeki was still in office at the time of publication, and in the midst of so fractious a power struggle? Neither does it attempt to chronicle, in blow-by-blow detail, either the Mbeki presidency or this power struggle. Given that this edition is being published in late 2007, just before the ANC congress that will select Mbeki’s successor, it would be folly to attempt such an enterprise. Such work, crucial as it is, is left to the newspapers, and to future historians. Rather than playing out, in detail, the many contentions that have characterised the Mbeki presidency, my aspiration is to offer insight into why he has acted the way he has, by recounting his history, and looking at its impact upon his complex and often confounding political persona.


The eight years of my research and writing have coincided exactly with the first eight years of the Mbeki presidency, and in these years I have undertaken a journey through the landscape of contemporary South Africa. The book might be about the past, but it is set in the present: its structure is that of my journey through the landscape of contemporary South Africa (and the places of Mbeki’s exile), as I meet the people and visit the places that bring to life the story of Mbeki, his family, and the extraordinary century of South African history they inhabited – and motivated.


But there is a hook to Woolf’s metaphor. If the biographer sets himself up as a fisherman lurking above the stream, reading its eddies and assessing its flow all the better to catch his supper, then he has created a certain power relationship with his subject, predicated on the traditional presumption of omniscience.


My starting point is that no biographer can be omniscient, and that the only person who can ‘know’ Thabo Mbeki’s story is Thabo Mbeki himself. What I do, rather, is present you with a narrative made up of the shards and fragments I have collected along my journey; with the perspectives of friends, comrades, relatives and contemporaries who know my subject far better than I ever could. Mbeki’s own perspective is paramount among these. Although this is an independent work and not authorised by its subject, he has given me unprecedented co-operation and access: I have had nearly twenty hours of one-on-one interview time with him, over seven sessions, between 1999 and 2007.


It would be disingenuous, of course, to pretend that my own perspective does not drive things. Understanding that biographers or historians are not omniscient means acknowledging one’s own subjectivity. The ‘I’ is present; deliberately so. But I have endeavoured to measure it and balance it with the voices and opinions and subjectivities of others who know Mbeki far better than I do. They exist, as guides and characters in the narrative; rather than providing definitive answers, I convene them, and let them debate with one another, and with me – and with you, the reader.


In the end, we are all fish in the stream of history. Hence Woolf’s paradox: how can we possibly know the currents carrying us with such velocity towards the future? There is only one answer: by looking at other fish, and understanding ourselves in relation to them.


Mark Gevisser


Johannesburg, 1999-2007
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CHAPTER 1


‘THE JEWS OF KAFFIRLAND’


THE MBEKIS
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The road to Mbewuleni, Thabo Mbeki’s birthplace, takes one up from the commerce of the market town of Idutywa into the hills and the mist. Even on a midsummer’s day in January, the landscape is a paradox, both verdant and barren, eerily depopulated in contrast with the teeming settlements strung along the national highway below. Here there is a school, here a motley collection of ramshackle buildings gathered into a compound. Suddenly, in the mist, a woman with a cage of chickens at her side will appear awaiting a ride into town, or an old man in an unthreading suit and perfectly notched tie will tip his hat to you as he hobbles along.


It is early 1999, just weeks before Mbeki is to be elected Nelson Mandela’s successor. I am driving to Mbewuleni with his mother, Epainette. She is 83 years old. The Sotho name she was given by her parents is ‘Mamotseki’, which means ‘she who demands, or argues’, and although she has driven this stretch hundreds of times before, her gaze subjects the landscape to nothing less than a silent inquisition. She sees not its beauty but its disused terraces and eroded valleys, and there is a quiet anguish to her features. Sixty years ago, in 1940, she and her husband Govan – young, educated, urbanised middle-class communist pioneers out to make a Brave New World – moved here to start their family; to set up their co-operative store; to find a way of living independent of government salaries, and to attempt to put their ideologies of peasant upliftment into practice. The desolation of this land, like the difficult life she has led – in poverty, without her husband and sons – signals a failure of these aspirations, even if South Africa is now a democracy and her oldest son about to be its president.


After 18 kilometres the road reaches the crest of a hill. To the east a valley opens out dramatically into a bowl ringed by mountains, and tumbling down the side of this valley is the settlement of Mbewuleni, ‘a place of seed’. A bumpy, sodden track – known to the locals as ‘the Mbeki road’ – leads you through the homes of the amagqoboka (Christian converts), past the school, down into a valley and up the other side to the Mbeki homestead, which is situated at the entry to the qaba (traditional Xhosa) section to the village. Epainette Mbeki, who moved closer to town in 1974, now leases the property out. Decayed by poverty and the weather, it is in a state of dilapidation, with a weed-filled yard and broken windows.


When she and her family lived here, the homestead was renowned for its order and its tidiness. ‘When we arrived,’ she says, ‘there was nothing. But that was marvellous, because once we set up, we saw how people came to change from their unproductive habits, and how they began trying self-improvements. At first, when the lorries came with their supplies, the locals would just throw off their blankets and offload the goods, naked as they were! But then the men started wearing trousers, and the women discarded the red things and would put a German print on. It was, I am sure, taking an example from us.’


And there you have the ethos of the Mbeki family: they are missionaries, they are workers. Thabo Mbeki’s paternal grandfather, Skelewu Mbeki, was a colonially appointed headman; his maternal grandfather, Jacane Moerane, was a schoolmaster. Both were archetypal ‘black Englishmen’; both built the first schools and churches in their home communities; both were devout converted Christians and evangelists, severe in their faith; both were prosperous, hard-working farmers, the very backbone of the rural economy. Both, too, were among the first African landowners in the Transkei (South Africa’s oldest and largest ‘native reserve’) to build four-walled stone houses. These houses still stand, at the extreme southern and northern borders of the Transkei, sentinels of Western civilisation, book-ending the region’s desperate poverty with their ambitions, narrating the tragedy of a century’s battle between these ambitions and a system determined to see them thwarted.


*


As we enter the Mbeki homestead at Mbewuleni, a cluster of women gather diffidently around Epainette Mbeki. There is not a man in sight. Encouraged by Mrs Mbeki, they have made bread-baking trays out of petrol cans and are looking for a loan to build a bakery. Mrs Mbeki, who was responsible for sending many of their daughters to school, interacts with them the way her evangelising parents might have done; the way her son Thabo does when he too meets poor, needy people. It is a way that can best be described as pastoral: empathetic but not sentimental, paternal but not patronising; schoolmarmish but not disciplinarian. She is with them but not of them, removed, somewhat, by her aquamarine twinset and her education.


In the beginning, her children were the only ones, from this qaba side of the village, to go to school. The original wood-and-tin school building still stands, up on a rise, next to a solitary oak tree. It is a simple, rectangular corrugated-iron structure with a red roof, and it is used nowadays as a meeting hall. Today Phyllis Mpahlwa sits in the hall, waiting for a church meeting to begin. She is the daughter-in-law of the principal who ran the school in Thabo Mbeki’s day.


A retired teacher herself, Mrs Mpahlwa has none of the shy reserve of the other women. ‘I’m so glad to see you,’ she says, fixing Mrs Mbeki with an inquisitorial eye, ‘but where is that son of yours? We want to see him. He is our child. He was born and bred here, and we have things to say to him. We have no telephones, no Eskom [electricity supply], no water, nothing. We are struggling. We want to say to Thabo Mbeki that we are getting impatient.’


We say our goodbyes and get into the car to leave. Epainette Mbeki shakes her head. ‘I’ve told Thabo the villagers want to see him. But he told me that this is the very last village in the whole of South Africa he will ever come to.’ It is a comment that says much about Thabo Mbeki; about his stern disavowal of the sentimentality of ethnic identity and the favour of familial patronage. It says much, too, about the complexity of his relationship with his roots: he has no demonstrable attachment to Mbewuleni or, for that matter, to his family. His modernism does not seem to sit easily with the conventions of being a member of a clan, of having a ‘home town’ or roots. There is no apparent nostalgia for the tobacco-and-cowdung-scented hills of the Transkei. One senses it is little more than a place, like many other places, that must be improved.
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Shortly after my visit to Mbewuleni, Thabo Mbeki did return to his roots. Not to the village of his birth but to Nyili, his father’s birthplace about sixty kilometres to the east, along the Tsomo River, close to what was once the frontier between the Cape and the Transkei. He arrived by chopper, to be welcomed home in a ritual that had him draped in beads, eating the inner armpit of a goat, and being rubbed with the resin of a sacred tree. After a life of exile, of wandering, he was being returned to his clan, the amaZizi.


But this was neither a personal visit nor any pilgrimage into his past. Rather, it was a set-piece performance for the election campaign that would lead to his inauguration as president a month later. He submitted to the amaZizi welcoming ritual in the knowledge that the media were watching: photographs of Mbeki participating in the event sought to project the image of an African identity and a connectedness with rural roots in one too often accused of having neither.


A few months later, sitting in the drafty downstairs nowhereland of Mbeki’s official residence in Pretoria, I asked him what his relationship was to the tradition he now seemed willing to explore. He answered by recalling his first visit to his father’s birthplace, three years previously. He had gone to bury his father’s older brother, Sipo: ‘It was a sad occasion, but what was interesting about it was the way the old people there related the story of the Mbeki family, going all the way back to the 19th century.’ It was a history he had never before heard.


‘We grew up at somewhat of a distance from that kind of thing,’ he told me. ‘I’ve never been to my mother’s place, and I only went to my father’s place when I came back from exile, in the nineties. So really, we had no connection, it didn’t make any impact on us, we were cut off from it. And it’s not anything, as we grew up, that I remember the parents raising as a point of reference.’


In Mbewuleni, he continued, ‘we were sort of disconnected from many things in the surroundings. Growing up among these amaqaba, we lived with them and all that, but we were not amaqaba. So in that sense, we were disconnected: you can see it, you live in it, but it is not you.’ The word ‘disconnected’ seemed to hit the right note for him, and he returned to it repeatedly: even though the Mbeki children were baptised, ‘there was no Christianity in our house’, and so they grew up ‘disconnected’, too, from the amagqoboka across the valley with whom they schooled. The ‘detachment’ he experienced as a child was ‘exacerbated by the fact that we went into exile.’ Attempting to salvage some value from this history in the way that exiles and other itinerants do, he concluded that ‘growing up in this rather disconnected way meant that you could see things from the outside.’


Only now, in his late middle age – draped in beads, and rubbed with strange resin – did the price of this ‘disconnection’ come flooding over him: ‘What the old people were saying was that you, as an individual, need to come back. This is where your grandfather was, these are the connections. In a sense, they claim you back.’


He had been particularly astonished, since his return from exile, by the power of the clan. People he did not know or have any connection with would greet him, familiarly, as a fellow Zizi, and ‘if I said, now, please can the amaZizi come and slaughter a cow, ten thousand people will arrive on my doorstep. There’s a pull about it; that sense of cohesion.’ But there was still a sense, in the way Mbeki talked about his family history, of both alienation and wonder, rather than belonging – a sense of being pulled into something beyond one’s control, and about which one maintains, always, the critical distance of an outsider: ‘Last time I was there,’ he told me, giving his version of the 1999 visit, ‘they produced some liquid, which they twirled with a stick, until it’s frothing, and you drink it and they apply it to your arms and face. They say that this is some kind of herb that is traditionally of the amaZizi, to protect you and strengthen you. We had to sit there and drink this thing. They pull you into it. So whether you want to recognise [your tribal identity] or not, they are going to put you there: “You are part of us, so you must do this.” It can’t but get you to start thinking, to recognise this thing.’


And so he began to ask the question: ‘Why have we been so distant from this fascinating history? It was never part of us, that kind of rootedness.’ He feels that he and his siblings were almost unique in the Transkei in that they had none of the ‘connection, the passion, the involvement’ that others had, to either of the mainstays of rural African life: traditional culture and the church. And so, when the old people at Nyili began to tell their tales, ‘I said, “I really must study all of this.” Because maybe there’s an element of the identity of the person which really ought not to be lost.’


*


The amaZizi were a martial clan, the direct descendants of Dhlamini, the founder of the Swazi kingdom. They settled the upper reaches of the Thukela valley, in what is now the Bergville district of KwaZulu-Natal, in the late 17th century, and thrived as pastoralists for over a hundred years, until war pushed them southwards, across the Mzimkhulu River into the Xhosa kingdom of Hintsa in the mid-19th century. They were part of a huge population displacement known as the Mfecane, triggered by a combination of the Zulu king Shaka’s imperial ambitions and the depredations of slavers on the east coast of Africa.


The amaZizi oral history advances along a series of martial exploits, recounting the story of an outsider clan made good through prowess and cunning. The colonial history tells it somewhat differently. According to legend, Hintsa asked the refugees from Natal what they wanted and they replied, ‘Siyam’fenguza’: ‘We are hungry; we seek service.’ Thenceforth they became known as the Mfengu, ‘hungry people’ or ‘people in search of work’; corrupted into ‘Fingoes’ by the British, who converted them to Christianity and provided them with shelter from their alleged Xhosa oppressors. Central to the Xhosa understanding of ‘Fingo’, then, is the notion of collaboration and betrayal, and this is a stigma that the Mfengu carried with them all the way into the 20th century, and that would, still, have been hanging around Thabo Mbeki during his own childhood.


Certainly, the Mfengus’ relationship with the British was reciprocal: they would become the first black subjects of the Crown in southern Africa, and would use their status as agents of the British Empire to advance themselves, while the British would use them as soldiers (and buffers) against the Xhosa ‘kaffirs’, as labourers in their settlements, and as consumers and traders who spread the light of European capitalism into the communalist darkness of Africa. As the 19th century progressed, they would become known by white traders as ‘the Jews of Kaffirland’,1 for they were educated, aggressive, and unhampered by the feudal restrictions imposed by traditional hierarchies. They thrived – and soon became the enfranchised elite of the region: the first Africans to ride horses, to farm commercially, to build four-walled houses. Their children, educated and Christianised, became the region’s first African teachers and journalists, preachers and clerks.


Exactly why and when Thabo Mbeki’s great-grandfather Nonkasa – an amaZizi herdsman and warrior – and his sons, Mfeti and Mbeki, became ‘Fingo’ is lost to history. Chronology suggests, however, that they were among the first ten thousand-odd refugees who presented themselves at the Great Place of Hintsa, and were then among the first batch of two thousand to be registered as ‘Fingo’ by the British and thus given permission to cross into the Cape Colony. If this supposition is correct, then Thabo Mbeki’s grandfather Skelewu was born in the Transkei and moved across to the Cape with his father Mbeki at the age of seven. The migrants were first settled at Peddie; later they moved to Healdtown. The records show that here Skelewu converted to Christianity, took his father’s name as his legal surname, and married another Mfengu convert. All of his eight children, including the youngest, Govan, were to be educated at the Healdtown mission school, and six were to qualify as teachers themselves.


Govan Mbeki told me that his father was given the vote in 1852, the year that the ‘Cape Franchise’ was extended to all citizens of the Colony, regardless of race. That Skelewu Mbeki, only in his mid-twenties, was able to vote, gives some indication of the family’s prosperity: franchise was earned with property worth no less than twenty-five pounds or an annual income of no less than fifty pounds.2


How did this ‘Fingo’ refugee become so prosperous so quickly? The answer is, precisely, in his outsider status. Because Mfengu farmers such as Skelewu Mbeki were not subject to patriarchal, dynastic leadership – their years of migrancy had broken down the traditional hegemonies – they were free from sanctions forbidding the accumulation of personal wealth and the pull of communal ownership. And because of the small scale of their farms and the way they planted, they were often more efficient than their white settler neighbours. When the Xhosa kingdom was destroyed in 1857 by the slaughter of hundreds of thousands of head of cattle following the millenarian prophecy of a girl named Nongqawuse, the Mfengu turned a tidy profit out of the disaster by buying the remaining Xhosa cattle at reduced prices, and by selling grain to the Cape government to be distributed to famine-struck survivors. The rational Mfengu, needless to say, had not acted on the prophecy.


In the British colonial imagination, the Mfengu became exemplary subjects, a counter to the barbarous Kaffirs on the far side of the Kei. They were the only natives who could enter the Colony without a pass. By the mid-1860s too, owing both to British victories against the Xhosa (as ever, assisted by the Mfengu) and to the disastrous prophecies of Nongqawuse, the entire eastern swathe of the Transkei had become depopulated, and the British moved a large number of Mfengu back across the Kei and into the native reserve. Among them was Skelewu Mbeki.


And so, 31 years after he had first crossed the frontier into the Cape Colony as a seven-year-old boy, Thabo Mbeki’s grandfather crossed it once more, in 1866, along with forty thousand other Mfengu, to settle in the new British protectorate of ‘Fingoland’. The 37-year-old man was of an utterly different class and consciousness to his father and grandfather who had entered the Cape Colony three decades previously. Skelewu Mbeki was a man of considerable means, a proud British subject, a servant of Queen and Christ.


With all the passion of a new convert, Skelewu was severe, even fundamentalist, in his faith, and took its commandments literally: Govan Mbeki recalled that he would insist on saying grace before consuming so much as a glass of water, and that although he bred pigs, he forbade his family to eat of their flesh. Christianity promised his parents ‘a future in heaven’, as Govan Mbeki put it to me – as well as upward mobility: ‘They tried to be even better than the whites who had brought them Christianity … They built houses to qualify [for the vote], they were taught to read and write.’ Being Christian was, in no small measure, a career investment, and it paid off: fifteen years or so after he settled in Fingoland, Skelewu would be appointed headman of the amaZizi of Mpukane, at Nyili on the banks of the Tsomo River.


Shortly thereafter, he invited a prominent Healdtown minister, Reverend Abram Mabula, to build a church in Mpukane. Mabula cemented the relationship between church and state in the village by offering his daughter, Johanna, as a wife to the elderly, now-widowed headman: they were married in his church in 1893, the 65-year-old groom four decades senior to his new bride. Johanna Mbeki was to bear her elderly husband five children, the youngest of whom, Archibald Govan Mvuyelwa, would be born 16 years later, in 1910, when the Mbeki patriarch was 81.
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The route to Nyili takes you down, off the main road from Butterworth to Nqamakwe, through several villages, before you plunge into a precipitous mountain pass that eventually opens up onto a broad, flat plateau. To the east is a canyon carved out by the Tsomo River, a tributary of the Great Kei, into which it runs just a few kilometres downstream. Along the ungraded gravel track before you, which skirts the lip of the canyon, are scattered the homesteads of Nyili, the easternmost village in the sub-district of Mpukane. To the left of the track, away from the river, is a large swathe of flat grassy veld, empty now but still scored with the markers of cultivation and activity from times past. The fields rise gently to the south where, at their crown, the focal point of your view is a handsome stone house with a broad verandah around it, beneath a bright-red zinc roof. Even from atop the pass, a kilometre or so away, you can sense its presence, positioned as it is in the middle of the random sprawl accreted around it: huts, kraals, modern flat-roofed dwellings, the carcasses of many old cars and ploughs littering its yard.


There is tragedy spoken by these rusting hulks. There was once motion here, they say, there was once industry. In the years of the Mbeki presidency, his cousin Zizi – the current headman and householder – had no land under cultivation, and his only livestock were a few chickens for subsistence and a kraal of scraggly goats that were used, in his capacity as chief, for ceremonial purposes. He lived in the modest, modern house his father – Govan’s older brother Sipo – built alongside the original homestead. He was responsible for thirteen thousand people; for this he received a government salary of R800 a month, his only income.


But even in the state of extreme dilapidation in which I found it, the house that Skelewu Mbeki built a century previously still possessed a formidable presence. Built of stone specially carved by the masons of Blytheswood mission, it was the very first stone house owned by a black man in the entire Nqamakwe district, and an analogy of the man who built it: it has its back to the civilisation of the Cape Colony as it stares almost defiantly up to the mountains of the Transkei; a beachhead of order and reason; a beacon of civilisation but also a watchtower and a buffer for those behind it. A further measure of its confidence is that it is actually much smaller than it looks: a rectangle about twenty metres across and ten metres deep with only three rooms – a main room at the centre, winged on each side by an identical bedroom.


Visiting the house with Epainette Mbeki in 1999, I spotted something I had been told about ever since I started working on the Mbeki family: a fine-bevelled old oak dinner table. Govan Mbeki had told me that when he went home to Nyili upon release from jail in 1987, having served 24 years of his life sentence, one of the first things he did was to check that the table was still there: ‘My father commissioned the carpenters at Blytheswood to make it for him. It has a loose leaf, you know, and if you opened it up it could seat 16 people around it comfortably. Comfortably!’ Even if Govan Mbeki was a lifelong communist, this table exemplified, for him, his family’s upward mobility. And even if he was a lifelong revolutionary, this table seemed to hold, for him, the nostalgia of familial comfort.


Now, though, the table was stowed away in a corner, more a burden than the showpiece it once was. I insisted on opening it up: this required a frantic half-hour of moving, and sweeping, and rearranging, but there it was, finally, spread out across the room. It was dull, unpolished and warped. No matter: it was glorious, its elegantly turned legs in perfect proportion, even if they no longer all touched the floor. It conjured up clean tablecloths, women in calico prints, a Victorian paterfamilias reading to his sons from the family bible, and transformed the dowdy room into nothing less than a parlour.


*


The story of the Mbeki family, from aspirant gentility to near-penury and rebellion, describes the quiet but devastating drama of the black South African rural experience in the 20th century – the ruthless destruction of the South African peasant economy by the state and the mining industry. The colonial powers built up a prosperous peasant class of people like the Mbekis, to be their agents and buffers in the Eastern Cape. But for as long as Africans could live off the land, it would be impossible to gather migrant labour, and so this thriving peasant economy was deliberately eroded.


This decline of the Mbeki family’s fortunes, from the beginning to the end of the 20th century, was legible in the rather bizarre juxtaposition of furniture and objects in the house at Nyili. A suite of modest leatherette chairs dating from the fifties or sixties sat next to a handsome old dark-wood turn-of-the-century armoire. Old-world wood-framed sepia photographs, in which starch-collared Mbekis of times past gaze at the camera with severity and confidence, hung next to more recent Kodachrome images that had been haphazardly cut out and pasted onto a home-made tinfoil frame.


Off each side was a bedroom. To the left, the room originally used by the Mbeki parents was now the storage space for the sacred items of the amaZizi. To the right, the room Govan and his brother slept in as children was now leased to a relative, whose scant possessions were arranged on the wooden mantle of a severely charred fireplace. Above the bed – a grand wooden frame obviously dating from the original homestead, now piled high with ratty old blankets – was a large shelf sagging beneath the weight of the Mbeki family records: books, documents, photo albums and the like, all disintegrating into the fine dust that covered the home’s interior.


Among these I found a yellowing folio, held together by a wire clip that had rusted into the paper. The cover was a questionnaire: ‘History of My Tribe’, it was headed, and offered several typewritten sections: ‘Where came from?’; ‘Who started the tribe?’; ‘Customs’; ‘Malefactors’; ‘Succession of chiefs’; etc. It turned out to be a paper that Zizi Mbeki had written when he was studying at the Jongilizwe College for Traditional Leaders in the 1950s. Courses at these colleges were mandatory for any prospective headman: the apartheid state controlled and managed the entire structure of traditional leadership, and taught headmen just enough administrative procedure to run their tribes, as well as a severely racialised notion of tribal identity. African traditionalism had been co-opted into one of the most formidable buttresses of white supremacism, which is one reason, perhaps, why Govan Mbeki and his son Thabo rejected it so firmly.


Indeed, on Robben Island, the argument that caused the final and irreconcilable rift between Govan Mbeki and his fellow inmate Nelson Mandela was over what role traditional leaders should play in the liberation struggle. Mandela, whose family is from precolonial Thembu royalty, insisted on working with these leaders. Mbeki, on the other hand, had unreserved and unassailable contempt for them: he knew from his own family and his own experience that they were, for the large part, the agents of empire and then of apartheid.


And that they could be divested of their status as capriciously as they had been granted it. For the truth is that Skelewu Mbeki died in shame, dismissed as headman in 1911 because he had been caught illegally selling oxen over the Kei River. The incident was unearthed by Colin Bundy, Govan Mbeki’s biographer, who comments that while ‘from the viewpoint of the government, the dismissal was a routine episode in the exercise of local authority’, it would have been a ‘devastating blow’ to a man like Skelewu Mbeki, ‘a harsh denouement to a career that had balanced loyalty to the authorities with leadership of his community …’3


Although Govan Mbeki was only an infant when his father lost the chieftainship, the episode was to affect his own life significantly, for the authorities had replaced Skelewu with a man from another family, and in 1934, when Govan was in his twenties and a student at Fort Hare University, the villagers of Mpukane decided that they wanted the lineage to return to the Mbekis and petitioned Govan to come home and fill the position. The magistrate protested that Mbeki was both too young and overqualified, but the villagers insisted, and the dispute raged for three years, by which time the magistrate capitulated and offered the headmanship to Govan. But the magistrate had been right. ‘I was not prepared to take it up,’ Govan Mbeki told me. ‘I already had a degree. I was not going to take a job of a headman! They wouldn’t have the money to pay me …’


When I asked an amaZizi elder at Nyili if he remembered the incident, he replied, ‘Oh yes. Govan came to see us about it. He came in a black Buick. But it wasn’t enough money for a man of his stature.’ The means of transport seemed particularly important to the old man: he repeated the alliteration no less than three times. How beautifully evoked, by those two words, are the aspirations of a man who had clearly moved out of the peasantry and into the urban middle class.


*


No-one in the family knows exactly when Skelewu Mbeki built his stone house at Nyili and moved in there with Johanna and his second family, but Sipo Mbeki told his son Zizi that the farm and homestead were well established by the time he was born in 1904. There were pens around the homestead for pigs and poultry, and horses, cattle, goats and sheep grazed on the land. Like most black small farmers, Skelewu leased his cattle for grazing in the loan system known as unqoma. Perhaps his most lucrative business, however, was transport-riding. At the turn of the century, most commercial freight in the Cape and Transkei was handled by peasants wealthy enough to own oxen and wagons: Skelewu Mbeki hired drivers to ride his oxen as far south as King William’s Town and as far north as Umtata.


But in the very years Skelewu was establishing his farm and homestead, huge changes were beginning to take place in South African society: with the discovery of diamonds at Kimberley in 1867 and then gold on the Witwatersrand in 1886, and with the transition of the Cape Colony into a capitalist economy, it was felt that natives were too comfortable on the land and had to be coerced into becoming the labour force now needed to support the mining industry. The Cape Franchise, which had given men like Skelewu not only their rights but their sense of belonging, began to be eroded, culminating in the Glen Grey Act, which gave black farmers individual tenure over the land they farmed, but prevented any single black farmer from owning more than ten acres of land, and explicitly excluded this land as qualification to vote. Skelewu Mbeki established his farm at Nyili under Glen Grey title. It was a horrible trade-off, the vote for land-ownership, and because such ownership was severely restricted to five morgen, his commercial growth, previously so encouraged by the Cape colonials, was ring-fenced too.


In 1910, the year both Govan Mbeki and the modern South African state were born, there were only 6 663 African voters in the Cape, compared to over a hundred and twenty thousand white ones.4 Nonetheless, they were considered threatening, and so, as part of the treaty between Boers and British, black people lost what little power they had: the Cape Franchise could now be amended by the new all-white parliament. The 1913 Native Land Act gave blacks ownership rights to only 7,3% of the land, and only in native reserves. It forbade tenant farming, did away with individual tenure, and forced most black people into migrant labour. ‘It created overnight,’ wrote the novelist Bessie Head later in the century, ‘a floating landless proletariat whose labour could be used and manipulated at will, and ensured that the ownership of the land had finally and securely passed into the hands of the ruling white race.’5


We know, by Skelewu’s attempt to drive cattle across the Kei and sell them in 1911, that he was under considerable financial duress at the time: ‘I was being pressed for money which I owed,’ he told the magistrate;6 the rinderpest epidemic that wiped out 90% of the cattle of the Transkei in the first decade of the 20th century must also have affected him severely. But Govan Mbeki’s memories are nonetheless of bounty and solidity. In fact, when Skelewu Mbeki died in 1918, he had left large separate savings accounts for both his sons, aged 14 and eight, to pay for their educations.7 Even if the process of the dispossession of South Africa’s emerging small commercial farmers was well under way by the time he was born, enough surplus had been farmed, and enough money earned, by then, to ensure the family’s continued status as a rural middle-class elite well into the 20th century.


4


‘You are a won’t-work, you eat from the cupped hand of the Jew boy, you sleep in the Jew boy’s blankets – you have no home …’8 These were the words spat at Govan Mbeki by the notorious Sergeant van Zyl after the former’s arrest before the Rivonia Trial in July 1963. Mbeki recalled the interrogation in a meticulous verbatim transcript he gave his lawyer.9


Mbeki remained silent throughout the interrogation, but in his next session with Van Zyl, he decided to respond: ‘I reminded him that when the farm economy broke down in the twenties, Afrikaners used to seek shelter in my own home, and my aged mother gave them food and it never occurred to us that they were thereby eating out of our cupped hands.’10 Mbeki’s response was pointed: in all probability, Van Zyl himself had grown up as one of these ‘poor white’ Afrikaners, saved by the coming to power of the National Party in 1948 and its aggressive affirmative action programme for Afrikaners, particularly in public-sector jobs like the police force.


During our conversations, Govan Mbeki repeated this story to me frequently. The memory of assisting landless whites was important to him because it asserts, in contrast, the landedness of his own family. Certainly, all Africans can say that the land belonged to them before it was colonised, but the Mbekis can say that, according even to Western notions of individual tenure, they have owned property for far longer than most white South Africans. With this comes not only a tremendous sense of belonging and entitlement, but also an intense sense of loss.


It is no coincidence that Thabo Mbeki first started talking about an ‘African Renaissance’ publicly at around the time he was ‘called back home’ by the elders of his clan. He can speak of ‘rebirth’ because of his strong sense – from his own family’s history – of something having been lost. In 1998, in the speech that most clearly defined his notion of an African Renaissance, he asked his Japanese audience how Africans were to find the confidence to overcome the dogma of their perpetual failure: ‘I would dare to say that that confidence, in part, derives from a rediscovery of ourselves, from the fact that, perforce, as one who is critical of oneself, we have had to undertake a voyage of discovery into our own antecedents, our own past as Africans … Unless we are able to answer the question: Who were we?, we shall not be able to answer the question: What shall we be?’11


In the African tradition of conflating the individual and collective self, Mbeki often says ‘we’ when he means ‘I’: work your way through the mess of personal pronouns and you will realise that he is talking about himself: he has had to take a voyage of discovery into his own antecedents so that he could answer, ‘What shall I be?’ Reading such utterances alongside his recollections of going ‘home’ to Nyili, it is not hard to understand his embrace of the ‘African Renaissance’ as an official ideology. This ideology and all that it has spawned – Black Economic Empowerment, the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (Nepad), approaches to AIDS and Zimbabwe – stem from a personal project of reconnection, just as the policy of ‘national reconciliation’ that preceded it was both an official ideology and a personal project for Nelson Mandela.


Thabo Mbeki’s understanding of history and his own aspirations must have been formed, even if subconsciously, by the powerful experience in his own family of prosperity and then loss; of having something you built taken away from you, and of the need to get it back. The Africanism he embraced during his presidency – sometimes at odds with both his communist past and his worldly modernism – stems thus from his own disconnection and his longing to be reconnected.


But reconnected with what? The qaba or the gqoboka? The amaZizi’s traditional precolonial rituals, or their history of collaboration with the colonial oppressor? Mbeki’s personal African Renaissance cannot but be complicated by the Mfengu legacy: the understanding that while land and prosperity might have been lost through a century of colonial and apartheid depredation, other benefits from the colonial collaboration remain, and are at the very core of his identity: Western education, worldliness, upward mobility, the relative freedom from the feudal constraints of traditional hierarchies, and the calling to save the souls of those around you, if not by Christianity then by communism and African Nationalism.
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CHAPTER 2


CHEKHOV IN THE TRANSKEI


THE MOERANES


1


There is to be found, in the albums of Thabo Mbeki’s aunt Norah Moerane, a formal portrait of a country gentleman, his wife, and seven children. This is the family of Eleazar Jacane Moerane, Mbeki’s maternal grandfather, captured at his country estate, Mangoloaneng, beneath the Drakensberg in the Mount Fletcher district of the Transkei. Although the costumes are Edwardian, the year is, in fact, 1920. The Moerane patriarch wears the broad-brimmed hat, neatly trimmed beard, dark jacket and waistcoat of a progressive squire. His wife, Sofi, has the homely demeanor of a squire’s wife. Their four sons are dressed in what appears to be some kind of scout uniform: broad maritime lapels, soft cloth caps and square ties; there is something in the cocky poses of the two older boys, aged 12 and ten, that challenges the future from a position of absolute confidence. Their three daughters are in white calico confections: in the bottom right-hand corner is Epainette, a toddler, the sixth child of Jacane and Sofi Moerane, glowering beneath a floral coronet.


As she showed me the photograph, Aunt Norah ticked off the seven Moerane children. That’s Daniel, he was a teacher and took over the farm once the old man died. That’s Michael, the renowned educationist and composer, the first black South African to qualify as a musicologist. That’s Fraser, the first black South African to qualify as a mathematician; he wrote a maths textbook. That’s Manasseh (or ‘MT’), Aunt Norah’s own late husband, and the most illustrious of the brood: a founder of the ANC Youth League, ex-principal of Ohlange College, and editor of South Africa’s largest black newspaper. That’s Mphuma, schoolteacher, stalwart of the liberation movement in Lesotho. That’s Epainette, teacher, businesswoman, the second black woman to join the Communist Party of South Africa, wife of Govan Mbeki. That’s Renee, one of the very first black women in South Africa to obtain a university degree, married to Tanzania’s chief chemist.


There cannot be many black South Africans of Jacane Moerane’s generation who could boast four university graduates among their children: so prosperous was he that he was able to send all seven of his children for tertiary education. At the turn of the 21st century, his grandchildren included businesspeople and professionals, teachers and nurses: a senior health administrator in Washington DC, an engineer in Chicago, a senior United Nations official in Geneva, a senior counsel in Durban, a president in Pretoria! As I looked through the albums of Norah Moerane, I tried to superimpose this family’s history upon the limits that apartheid placed upon black aspirations. To call the Moeranes ‘middle class’ does not begin to appreciate their achievements, or their tribulations.


*


When Thabo Mbeki succeeded Nelson Mandela as president in May 1999, he sacked only two of his predecessor’s cabinet appointees. One was his old critic, Pallo Jordan. The other was Derek Hanekom, the minister of agriculture and land affairs. It was widely speculated that the reason for the latter was at least in part ideological: Hanekom and his team of left-wing idealists had developed policies aimed at the alleviation of poverty among the landless in rural South Africa;1 Mbeki was far more interested in the re-institution of a class of independent land-owning black farmers – what he might once have called ‘kulaks’ in his own more ideological days; the re-establishment, really, of a family legacy far older and more binding than his parents’ revolutionary communism. And if this legacy is signified by the story of the Mbekis and their Mfengu heritage, then it is writ large through the experience of the Moeranes, and the story of the rise and fall of Mangoloaneng.


Thabo Mbeki’s younger brother Moeletsi visited Mangoloaneng once, as a teenager, in 1962: ‘There was this enormous stone mansion of my grandparents, and this once-thriving dairy plant, and it was all crumbling away. It was horrendous to watch; there was a feel of it that was Chekhov or Dostoyevsky – the collapse of a grand country manor.’ Moeletsi’s overriding memory is of his uncle Daniel – his mother’s oldest brother – fighting with his son: ‘They were at each other’s throats, trying to save the farm. The father was trying to save the son’s birthright, and the potential loss of wealth was driving them literally crazy.’


1962 was a turning point in the life of the Mbeki family and of South Africa: Moeletsi’s own father Govan was in jail, as were hundreds of others suspected of involvement with the now-banned liberation movements. His older brother, Thabo, was in flight into exile. The prime minister, HF Verwoerd, had just led South Africa out of the Commonwealth, and was about to give the Transkei its sham independence. Towards the coast, a peasant uprising in Pondoland was in full throttle, and just across the border in Lesotho – in the blue mountains you could see from the Moerane homestead – guerrillas from Poqo, the army of the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC), were sharpening their spears. What could it have been like for Daniel Moerane, 60 years old and by all accounts a conservative man, trying desperately to keep the once-prosperous family farm together as the world went crazy all around him?


The Transkei native administration had collaborated, in a dozen different ways, in the impoverishment of prosperous rural farmers: at Mangoloaneng, for example, it had moved over fifty people onto the Moerane property as part of its resettlement programme, and the consequence of this and other policies was overgrazing and erosion. And so, recalls Moeletsi, Uncle Daniel and his son Mokhele would get up at three in the morning to drive their cattle higher and higher, into the mountains, to find green pasture. The cattle were Jerseys, purchased and bred because they were better dairy producers than the indigenous Nguni, and thus the mark of Moerane prosperity and worldliness. But, recalls Moeletsi, ‘because they were exotics, they couldn’t handle the rocky terrain as well as the Nguni cattle might have, and they would break their legs on these late-night drives. This is what my uncle and his son were fighting about.’


Those Moeranes who could left the land and even left South Africa, establishing themselves in other parts of Africa, in Europe and in the United States. Those who remained watched their birthright erode, literally, before their very eyes.


*


In the case of the Mbeki family, even the photo albums documenting this birthright were taken – pillaged by brutal security police raids on Epainette Mbeki’s home in Mbewuleni in the 1960s and 1970s. Not only had she lost her husband and sons to jail and exile, but the authorities confiscated any likeness of them too. Thanks to Aunt Norah Moerane, however, I now have a record of a family before it was rent asunder: Jacane Moerane greeting villagers from his great black stallion Polish; family portraits at Mangoloaneng; Epainette Moerane’s wedding to Govan, a dashing, handsome man-about-town; Epainette as a young mother in Mbewuleni, coquettish with Norah Moerane – her best friend – or laden with infants, one of which I was able to identify as her second child, Thabo, aged six months. After years of research, this remains the sole image I have found of Thabo Mbeki before the age of 18.


I did not think it fair for Thabo Mbeki to see these intimate records for the first time in the Sunday Times, for which I was writing an article on his family history. And so, when I next saw him, I waited to the end of our interview to hand him a manila envelope, deliberately sealed in deference to his preoccupation with privacy. To my surprise, he ripped it open and looked through the photos with the enthusiasm of a child who has discovered a treasure trove. ‘Who are these?’ he asked, pointing to the photograph of Jacane and Sofi Moerane surrounded by their seven children, illustrating very poignantly the ‘disconnection’ from his family history he had just been telling me about.


2


The Moeranes are able to trace their direct ancestry back 15 generations. They are members of the Bafokeng, agriculturalists who farmed with iron equipment and made clay pottery as early as the 1400s and had been among the first settlers in the mountains of Lesotho. Their clan, the Mahooana, were traditionally the doctors who officiated at the lebollo circumcision rituals, and in the mid-19th century, when the king Moshoeshoe was consolidating his Basotho kingdom, Jacane’s grandfather Moerane was one of the nation’s most renowned healers: ‘Moerane’ is actually the name of a small worm whose silk has powerful medicinal and spiritual value and is still used in the lebollo rituals.


Moshoeshoe is correctly regarded as Africa’s first nationalist: he gathered together the disparate clans seeking refuge from the Mfecane in the mountains of Lesotho in the mid-19th century, and forged them into the ‘Basotho’ nation. Central to this national project was Christianity: although he refused to convert himself, he brilliantly used the religion and the literacy brought by the missionaries of both the Paris Evangelical Missionary Society (PEMS) and the Catholic Church to forge a national identity. In such an environment, the choices facing a man such as the doctor Moerane were complex, as he attempted to negotiate between the two competing world-views of church and tradition, and their very real social and material implications. Like many in the Bafokeng elite, he hedged: while his first son, Mokele, continued the family vocation of traditional medicine and became one of Moshoeshoe’s most trusted aides, his second son, Lenare, was sent to the mission station at Morija and given over to the fora, as the PEMS missionaries were known.


Lenare would be baptised as ‘Roboame’ (a Sotho take on Jeroboam) and would marry the daughter of one of Morija’s earliest and most celebrated converts. This man, whose name was Mokhanoi, is immortalised in a biography in the 1888 edition of the Journal des Missions Evangeliques, the annual PEMS journal. There is something raffish, even louche, in the accompanying portrait of which we read he is particularly proud; he has a hoop through a pierced left ear; and there is, on his right cheek, a prominent circular scar – the stigma of his conversion to Christianity. He is, writes Arbousset, ‘a man very slender, a little short but well built, lively, intelligent, and so gay!’2 In his compact, almost feminine features – his fluted nostrils, his rosebud of a mouth, those perfectly almond eyes that interrogate a future lying somewhere to the right of the page – he bears a strikingly intense resemblance to the youthful images of Thabo Mbeki.


Thabo Mbeki has a broken right molar, never repaired, which is – as we shall see – something of a war wound; a stigma of his activist past. His great-great-grandfather Mokhanoi gained his scar, we read in the PEMS journal, in a battle with a hyena, in which – on the verge of death – he heard the voice of the Lord. Arbousset renders Mokhanoi the archetypal ‘noble savage’, a rough man of the wilds replete with an inner goodness waiting to be released. The sole survivor of his family following a brutal massacre of the Mfecane with more than a little suggestion of criminality hanging around him, he was taken in by a group of outlaws known as the Makaotas and – because of his hunting ability – recruited to act as a guide to the first group of PEMS missionaries travelling to the mountains to seek an audience with Moshoeshoe.


When the party finally arrived at Moshoeshoe’s kingdom, Mokhanoi assisted the fora in the establishment of Morija. ‘He learnt perfectly how to read, and he attained a knowledge of religion quite remarkable,’ writes Arbousset. ‘It was from this, more than anything, that I discovered the precious depth of originality and poetry that there is in this man …’ On Easter Sunday 1841, Mokhanoi was baptised at Morija, in very illustrious company: at his side was Matete, Moshoeshoe’s ‘prime minister’. Mokhanoi was only the twelfth Sotho to be converted by the fora: the great hunter took the name Zachea, and became ‘less than a little worm’ before the Lord.


A little worm before the Lord, but a relentless, unforgiving evangelist among his own people, working in the hostile territory of heathen who opposed him at every turn. When a woman tried to stab him as he entered a village preaching the Word, he asked her ‘coldly, “What will you gain from this?” This calmed her, and he continued his speech uninterrupted.’ When villagers stoned him, and attempted to chase him away because ‘we have our own gods’, he sat down quietly, opened his Bible, and read them into submission. When his own nephew died, he insisted on giving him a Christian burial, over the opposition of the rest of the family, and won their trust by personally guarding the buried corpse against predators every night.


‘This humble Christian,’ concluded Arbousset, ‘does not have a single chair in his house, but he has made for the church a little bench of willow-wood, and he often says that he himself is like a bench, hard and worm-eaten, hewn from the tree of a riverbank.’


But just as there are hints of something unknowable and potentially dangerous lurking beneath the beauty of Arbousset’s linedrawing of Mokhanoi, so too are there shards, in his narrative, of an inscrutable identity, one far beyond the author’s ken: ‘I am the brother of the wolf,’ says Thabo Mbeki’s great-great-grandfather, opaquely, to Arbousset. ‘We eat together.’3


*


Jacane Moerane’s two grandfathers, making their way in Moshoeshoe’s kingdom, could not have been more different. While Moerane was a consummate courtier, an illustrious professional in the prosperous world around the Basotho king, Mokhanoi was ‘the brother of the wolf’, or, as the Christians would have it, a ‘broken vessel’ put back together by the church. For him, as for Govan Mbeki’s Mfengu antecedents, Christianity represented both a refuge and a path towards self-improvement simply unavailable to the outsider in traditional society. But from their different vantage points, both men recognised the mission station as a place of progress, and their children – Roboame and his wife Arianyane – became part of the literate, ‘progressive’ Western world that developed around the fora mission stations. They took his father’s name, Moerane, as their new Christian surname, and all six of their children were baptised and sent to school: the name of their third son, ‘Jacane’, actually means ‘Christian’ in the vernacular.


Like the Mbekis, the Moeranes became migrants, the advance guard of an aggressive settlement programme. But unlike the Mbekis, the Moeranes were not colonial subjects: they emigrated from Basutoland to ‘No-Mans Land’, a disputed territory between the Cape and Natal colonies, as part of the expansion of the Basotho kingdom rather than of the British Empire. Ambitious Christian families like the Moeranes were recruited, jointly by the Basotho royal family and the PEMS missionaries, to settle in this sparsely populated area. Here, while accumulating personal wealth in fertile but underpopulated land, they would grow the influence of their political patrons and at the same time save souls for their religious ones.


Thus, after finishing his teacher training in Morija and marrying Sofi Majara, the converted daughter of tenant farmers from the Free State, did Jacane Moerane cross the mountains in 1899 to join his parents as the agent of an African colonisation far more sophisticated than (albeit not, ultimately, as successful as) that concurrently taking place, on either side, by the British. Within a few years the young teacher was posted to Mangoloaneng, where he set about building a church and a school, and establishing his farm. He became, reports MT Moerane of his father, ‘a lifetime pillar and counsellor’ to Lebenya, Moshoeshoe’s son, who governed the Mount Fletcher district.4


3


In his unpublished memoirs, MT Moerane writes that he recalls visiting the local shop at Mangoloaneng, all of ten years old, and overhearing two white men talking about him: ‘Isn’t it a shame,’ one said to the other, ‘that such good English should come from such a primitive dress?’ Moerane comments that ‘our standard dress, in which I was no different from my peers, including the herdboys, was the loincloth and blanket or sheepskin.’5 Epainette Mbeki confirmed to me that in her childhood, Western dress was worn for only three occasions: school, church and photographs. Families like the Moeranes straddled the traditional and the Christian worlds far more than we imagine, for we are constrained by the fact that so much documentary evidence of their times – written accounts and photographs – was produced by their European interlocutors, thus reproducing only that side of their complex identities they wished the West to see of them.


Whatever their dress, Jacane and Sofi Moerane were the vanguard of ‘progressive’, modern thinking on the plains beneath the mountains between Mount Fletcher and Matatiele. Jacane was what was known as a moleli-tichere, a ‘teacher-preacher’. While he took care of the school and church (and, as the male, held responsibility for the livestock), his wife Sofi was a formidable businesswoman, growing and selling crops and garden produce. She was a stalwart of the Zenzele movement, a women’s self-improvement organisation, working with less-educated women to teach them how to farm, how to cook, and how to generate additional income from cottage industry.


Central to the Moerane children’s memories is the experience of back-breakingly hard work. Epainette Mbeki remembers that she and her siblings would grab a bit of bread and porridge to eat on the way to the sorghum fields, where they would drive away the birds until the nine o’clock bell called them to class: ‘We would wash quickly and run to school, and we were always surprised to see our father waiting there impatiently for us, even though he too had been in the fields before class!’


There was, in Jacane Moerane’s classroom as in his household, very strict discipline, and the twin emphases – carried on by Epainette Mbeki with her own children – on achievement and productivity. Because Jacane Moerane’s school only went up to standard four, most of the Moerane children were sent on to the Catholic mission boarding school at Mariazell, about twenty miles away; then to Lovedale, the African ‘Eton’ that Thabo Mbeki himself would attend many years later; then on to Fort Hare University or, in Epainette’s case, to Adams College in Durban.


All Govan and Epainette’s children, Thabo included, believe they gained their politics more from their mother than from their father. How, I asked Epainette, did her upbringing at Mangoloaneng educate and politicise her? She replied that she only became aware of the budding politics of African nationalism when she went to train as a teacher at Lovedale, in the early 1930s, and she only encountered discrimination and the colour bar when she was posted to teach at Heilbron, in the Orange Free State, in the late 1930s.


When she grew up in the 1920s in Mangoloaneng, she said, she was entirely without a sense of racial or ethnic identity: ‘We were mixing mostly with Xhosas and Sothos. There was one Coloured family next door to us, and the whites who ran the shop. But we didn’t take them as whites, because they spoke our language. And there was no sense of being oppressed or different at all. How could there be? At home we had so many cattle and so much milk, that we would sell it to the white man! … Before he bought the cream, he would drink from the pot, the same pot that we drank from. It was normal.’ The Moeranes might have been converted to Christianity, but were done so by missionaries who, unlike the Methodists or the Anglicans in the Eastern Cape, were not the agents of any colonial power. And so, unlike the Mbekis, the Moeranes were not colonial subalterns, and they had no experience whatsoever of having been colonised by Europeans. Until the Union of South Africa in 1910, their only fealty was to the Basotho king.


This did not, however, mean that they lived a traditional Basotho life. Jacane Moerane refused to send his sons ‘to the mountains’ for the lebollo circumcision ritual, and – like Skelewu Mbeki in Mpukane – would not countenance the payment of lobola for his girl-children: ‘My parents didn’t talk to us at all about our traditions, or our history as Basotho. Far more important to them was this Christianity business,’ Epainette Mbeki told me. The politics that she absorbed from her parents were not those of nationalism, or of grievance, but rather the egalitarianism and the impetus for social upliftment that fired her father’s evangelical mission: ‘These red people would come home,’ recalls Mrs Mbeki, ‘and my father just took them as ordinary people, so we grew up with that idea that one man is equal to another. I suppose it was because he was a preacher. They took this thing seriously of all men being equal before God.’


How were Thabo Mbeki’s world-view and politics influenced by his antecedents’ early and profound engagement with Christianity, and their subsequent advancement as a prosperous and well-educated rural African elite? Mbeki has never articulated his thoughts on this, but I fancied I heard him talking out loud as I read the autobiography of Phyllis Ntantala, the mother of Pallo Jordan, an exact contemporary of Epainette Mbeki and herself a stalwart of the liberation movement. Ntantala explains, in her preface, that she, like Govan and Epainette Mbeki, comes ‘from a family of the landed gentry in Transkei, the kulaks of that area.’ From a very early age, she writes, ‘I was made aware of the needs and problems of others and I saw all these people treated with dignity and humanity. This had a tremendous impact on me as a child, even though there were never any lectures on it.’ And yet, she concludes, ‘I am still very class conscious and, like most people from my class, very arrogant. My arrogance, however, has always been tempered with concern, sympathy and caring for those less fortunate. From this class position, I knew quite clearly that I was as good as the best, black and white.’6


4


In 1999, sixty years after she left Mangoloaneng for good on the arm of her new husband, Epainette Mbeki agreed to go home with me so that we could see, for ourselves, what had become of the place of her birth. In the taxonomy of apartheid, the Transkei ‘homeland’ belonged to the Xhosa ‘nation’, but it was also home to over a million Sotho-speakers, most of whom still live around Mount Fletcher. Perhaps because of the district’s inaccessibility, perhaps because its Sotho inhabitants were neglected by the Xhosa mandarins who ran the Transkei, there was, in post-apartheid South Africa, a desolation around here even more extreme than in other parts of the former homeland.


Around Idutywa, where Mrs Mbeki lived, there might have been evidence of the government’s reconstruction and development programmes, but here, with the monumental Drakensberg looming above them, the people seemed to be in a perpetual rain shadow of underdevelopment. To get to Mangoloaneng, we drove for hours without seeing an electrified homestead, or a formal housing project. Rattling old buses, jammed to capacity with migrants bound for Cape Town or Durban, came careering round the sandy mountain passes, and the roads that were tarred were so badly potholed as to be nearly impassable. The landscape was dotted with Sotho thatched huts, and the roads teemed with blanket-clad people; young stick-carrying men in large packs; single, older women carrying a week’s provisions on their heads and babies on their backs. In the thin, wintry sun there was a sluggish resignation to the way people moved. The town of Mount Fletcher itself, magnificently located beneath the mountains, is a decaying, dusty hellhole.


About twenty kilometres beyond the town, Jacane Moerane’s homestead at Mangoloaneng was not quite the ‘mansion’ of Moeletsi Mbeki’s childhood memory, but it was impressive: three buildings – house, church and school hall – glowing in the mid-morning light, radiating the honeyed stolidity of Drakensberg sandstone.


We were greeted by Epainette’s nephew, Majalla Moerane, the grandson of Daniel Moerane, who gave us a rundown of his village’s woes: the increasing numbers who returned, retrenched from the city (in whose number he – once a security guard in Johannesburg – counted himself); the cattle-raiders from across the border; the fallowness of the fields owing to lack of capital. To every question I asked, he replied with one word: ‘Rilithithithi’. With the rich, country Sotho intonation of the mountains, of the old people, he rolled the ‘r’ and spat the ‘thi-thi-thi’ out like machine-gun fire. It was a word he had adapted from the local vernacular. It means: ‘nothingness’, ‘pitch blackness’, ‘darker than dark’.


As in the Mbeki homestead down at Nyili, the rooms of the original Moerane homestead were filled with the jetsam of rural poverty, all in a sweaty fug of paraffin and coal smoke. There was a direct analogy here to the Mbeki oak table: a Hammond organ, with rotting and broken keys, lying beneath the junk, carrying the memories of the after-dinner recitals of Epainette Mbeki’s youth. It was on this organ that Michael Moerane first began composing the tunes that are now still played on the BBC. As we walked through the soot-encrusted kitchen at the back of the house, I remembered the description that Norah Moerane had given me, of the first time she entered Mangoloaneng as a new bride: ‘I was amazed, and intimidated,’ she had told me. ‘Me, a city girl, in the deep country for the first time, and yet my mother-in-law had a selection of spices like I’d never seen before! My husband told me that she would bring the local women in, and teach them to cook, and to sew. She had this mission of uplifting.’


I stood with Epainette Mbeki on the threshold of the home in which she had been born, and followed her outstretched arm across the grasslands. ‘There were the sorghum fields, and there, beyond, the apple orchard. Behind there was the dairy. The maize fields and the wheat fields were a good distance further. Down there was the sheep kraal; that’s where we kept the cattle when they were not being grazed up at the mountains. And behind here – oh the trees have been chopped down now – here was our own orchard.’ From 130 head of cattle, there are six. Not a sheep, not a horse. Not a single growing thing – not a stalk of corn, not a tomato plant. Rilithithithi.


*


It is too simple to blame the 1913 Land Act as the sole cause of the devastation that is now Mangoloaneng. More so than Skelewu Mbeki, Jacane Moerane actually attained his greatest prosperity after the promulgation of the act, but its consequences slowly ring-fenced the aspirations of black farmers to such a degree that not only did farming become untenable, but the will to farm – the ethos of self-reliance and initiative that men like Moerane and Mbeki embodied – itself was eroded.


Trying to assess what happened to the Moerane farm leads to an inevitable conclusion: that the policies of the Transkei administration ostensibly developed to assist rural development were, in fact, nothing more than ways of implementing the dispossessing aims of the Land Act. The Transkei decided, for example, to ban commercial farmers from renting their ploughs out to subsistence farmers and to replace them with a centralised subsidised state ploughing service. This was supposedly to prevent exploitation, but it resulted in a double-deficit: not only did it prevent entrepreneurs like the Moeranes from making much-needed extra money in tough times, but the state service was so dismally dysfunctional that more and more arable land in the Bantustan fell into disrepair and ultimate infertility.


Perhaps most damaging were the state decisions to cull cattle and other livestock because of overstocking and overgrazing – decisions that concentrated the ownership of cattle in the hands of chiefs and headmen at the expense of enterprising commoners. Motsoko Pheko, who was the leader of the Pan Africanist Congress until 2006, is a cousin of Thabo Mbeki’s who comes from Mangoloaneng: how, he asked me, ‘do you tell a people they can only have 13% of the land, and then demand that they kill their livestock, their wealth, because there isn’t enough land to graze it?’


Pheko – the nephew of Daniel Moerane’s wife – recalled ‘wanting for nothing’ during his Mangoloaneng childhood: ‘Everything we consumed, we grew or farmed ourselves. The surplus went to the children’s education, or was reinvested in farm equipment or stock.’ By 1962, when Moeletsi Mbeki had come to Mangoloaneng to visit his mother’s family, Pheko had already slipped across the border to join the Poqo guerrillas in the mountains. When Pheko returned to Mangoloaneng in the early 1990s, he encountered bitterness and desperation. On his first visit home, he was struck by how many white flags he saw flying from the homesteads of the village: ‘In my youth, this was the sign that a wedding was to take place in the homestead. But it was explained to me that this was now an indication of alcohol being sold on the premises.’


*


As Mrs Mbeki and I walked through Mangoloaneng, past the handsome old church and down towards the school, she pointed out where her father’s orchard and gardens used to be: now a densely populated village, a victim of the government’s ‘rehabilitation’ programmes from the 1940s onwards. These programmes forcibly clustered Africans in Western-style settlements – supposedly to make it easier to provide services for them, but also to control them and tap them for urban labour markets. When ‘rehabilitation’ was first announced in 1945, Govan Mbeki wrote, with astonishing prescience, that the proposed ‘villages’ would ‘create a hitherto unknown social group’ – a rural proletariat, in effect, and that the villages would become no different from the ‘ancient markets of the Roman Empire where slaves were sold by public auction.’7


In the 1950s, the school that Jacane Moerane built, like all church schools, was taken over by the state as part of Bantu Education; in the 1960s it was put under control of the new independent ‘homeland’, and in 1994 it reverted to the control of the Eastern Cape department of education. In a new building just below the old church, erected by the Bantustan in the 1980s, six hundred students were now taught by eleven teachers. A teacher, showing us around, pointed out that there were no toilets, no doors, not enough classrooms, no staff room.


The teacher’s grievances were legitimate, but I noticed that Mrs Mbeki had frozen into a characteristic rictus of disapproval, and we left Mangoloaneng a little later under the dark cloud of her mood. She is at least as emotionally contained as her son: rather than showing that she was upset, or hurt, by what she had seen and heard during the day, she lashed out with an anger and a bitterness of which I had not believed her capable: ‘Too hopeless,’ she said, when I asked her what she was talking to the women of the village about just before we left. ‘It is just too hopeless. I feel like giving up the fight. I was advising them about projects, giving them ideas for income-generation, like raising chickens or starting a bakery. But they won’t take it up, I can see … My son Thabo always says to me, “Mama, these people come to me for help, but I can’t help them if they don’t want to help themselves. They have to meet us halfway.” Thabo always says, when people complain, “What are you doing about it?” And the answer, all too often, is nothing.’


Rilithithithi.






1 See ‘A Pioneer Halted in Mid-Stride’, Cape Times, 24 June 1999; ‘Dolny Report May Have Toppled Hanekom’, Sunday Tribune, 17 July 1999; ‘Dolny Gives Her Account of Land Bank Saga’, Sunday Independent, 3 March 2001; and ‘Hanekom Appointees Shown the Door’, Mail&Guardian, 4 August 2000.
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CHAPTER 3


THE NEW AFRICANS


1


There is a captivating image, in Norah Moerane’s collection, of Govan Mbeki a-courting, standing in the middle of Beatrice Street in central Durban, outside Epainette Moerane’s flat some time in the late 1930s. The photograph is yellowed and cracked, but no amount of distemper could wash the glinting optimism out of the smile that spreads across the young man’s handsome, open face. With a jaunty homburg perched upon his head, a pile of books and papers clutched under his left arm, and the wind blowing up his jacket to reveal a pair of stylish Oxford bags, he faces nothing less than a brave new future.


Half a century later, after a failed enterprise in the Transkei countryside, a broken marriage and a scattered family; after years underground, banned and restricted, on the run and in detention and finally incarcerated on Robben Island for 23 years, Govan Mbeki could come out of jail and say: ‘I am convinced that life ought to be more than a grim battle for survival. Life must include the joyful pursuit of a fullness towards which all awakened people are compelled to reach.’1 This, mind you, in 1987, a full three years before the ANC was unbanned and his fellow political prisoners released, and while he, too, was still under banning orders. Such sentiment, such language (awakened people!) comes directly from the late 1930s, an era characterised, internationally, by exuberant idealism in the face of the fight against fascism.


At home, it was also the time when black South Africans of Govan Mbeki’s class began to reject, forcefully, the colonial aspirations of their own parents; when they discarded the identity of the ‘black Englishman’ – which, ironically, gave them the personal autonomy to do so – and replaced it with that of the ‘New African’, a phrase coined by HIE Dhlomo, the preeminent black dramatist and essayist of the time. The New African, Dhlomo wrote, ‘knows where he belongs and what belongs to him; where he is going and how; what he wants and the methods to obtain it’; he is ‘proud, patriotic, sensitive, alive, and sure of himself and his ideas and ideals.’2 The New African might root himself proudly in the countryside of his parents, but he would take ownership, fully and confidently, of the city and all its promises of transformation. Govan and Epainette Mbeki came of age and came to political consciousness in this moment, a moment which also spawned the ANC Youth League, radical nationalism, kwela jazz, the zoot-suit, the shebeen scene, an urban black proletariat, black trade unionism, and the modern South African liberation movement.


Thabo Mbeki – born in 1942 – was thus suckled on the era’s optimism, and many of the ideas he was later to embrace have their roots in the period’s ideal of the New African: his mission for redemption through an African Renaissance, his quest for personal autonomy and African self-sufficiency, his particular combination of urbanity and African nationalism. The ANC leader Chief Albert Luthuli was to write in his memoirs that the dawning of the New African did not signify ‘a return to the primitive’, but rather ‘an intense wish to preserve what is valuable in our heritage while discarding the inappropriate and outmoded.’3 There is the unmistakeable ring, here, of the call to modernity; of the understanding of ‘African pride’ as something that rejuvenates identity rather than ossifies it – as there is, too, in Thabo Mbeki’s ideology. The very phrases Mbeki uses – ‘New Africa Plan’, ‘African Renaissance’ – connote regeneration and renovation in much the same way; the play of looking back and forward.


Subject to both the popular culture and the political ideologies emanating from black America, the New Africans of Govan and Epainette’s generation claimed urban space in an entirely new way: they danced to jazz, they experimented with hairstyles, they mixed with whites as equals, they occupied South Africa’s cities not as migrant labourers but as permanent residents. This urban world might have offered personal freedom – away from the constraints of family, church and tradition – but it also threatened to corrupt, and this threat compelled African intellectuals to look both back to their home cultures and forward to an aggressive nationalist struggle that would restore self-worth. Seventy years later, Thabo Mbeki’s African Renaissance would mix a call for moral and political awakening with the need to forge identity and autonomy: ‘We speak about the need for the African Renaissance in part so that we ourselves, and not another, determine who we are, what we stand for, what our vision and hopes are, how we do things, what programmes we adopt to make our lives worth living, who we relate to and how.’4 In all this he is very much the child of Govan and Epainette Mbeki; the child of the New Africanism of the 1930s and 1940s.


2


We do not have an exact date for the photograph of Govan Mbeki outside Epainette Moerane’s flat, but we can make an educated guess at 1937, the year in which they both moved to Durban and met each other while teaching at Taylor Street Secondary School in the city.


It is ten years, now, since Govan Mbeki left the family homestead at Nyili. He has completed his schooling at Healdtown and won a scholarship to Fort Hare, one of only 33 students afforded the privilege that year of entering South Africa’s only university for blacks. After four years of study, he has graduated with a degree in political studies and psychology, a card proclaiming him a member of the ANC, a passion for ballroom dancing, a modest collection of Marxist literature, and a first-team rugby jersey.5 He is among only 500 black students to have passed through Fort Hare in its 20-year history; 157 of them have become teachers6 and he has joined their ranks, choosing a job at Taylor Street over the offer of his father’s headmanship back home. During this, his first year as a teacher, he has been hired to edit the Territorial Magazine, the only significant black-owned and -run newspaper in the country, and he is writing his first book, Transkei in the Making. He is 27 years old.


The object of his affection, Epainette Moerane, is a slight but headstrong young woman, over five years his junior. Her best friend from Adams College, where she trained as a teacher and was head girl, is Norah Fries – soon to be her sister-in-law – who remembers her as ‘an introvert, but very dynamic, very intelligent. With strong principles, that she sticks to. The most uncompromising person I had ever met.’ Epainette was to have gone abroad to study medicine: a teacher at the Mariazell mission near her home at Mangoloaneng spotted her aptitude and no doubt her humanity too, and wished to sponsor her. But her father disallowed it, for he felt the family would not be able to afford the peripheral costs. And so she was sent to Lovedale, and then to Adams College, to study teaching. Nonetheless she has as much of a sense of destiny as her handsome suitor: her family wished her to return to teach at Mangoloaneng, but she chose, instead, to take a job in Durban, ‘because I thought I was on a higher level’.


By 1937, Epainette Moerane is a thoroughly modern, thoroughly independent woman: she has her own self-contained flat in the hostel of the American Missionary Society, in Beatrice Street, and when she is not teaching she is fully occupied with activist work. She is only the second African woman to have joined the Communist Party of South Africa: she volunteers for the Child Welfare Organisation, she helps organise a rent boycott, she is an agent for Inkululeko, the Communist Party newspaper, and she runs the Party’s night school – one of communism’s most enduring legacies to South Africa, where thousands of illiterate black workers were taught to read by people like her.


Epainette remembers Govan – whom she met in the staff room of Taylor Street Secondary – as a modest and rather lonely young man, ‘particular about how he dresses, particular about how he speaks’:7 if her memory is correct then he is remarkably like his son, Thabo, in his combination of diffidence and élan. There may have been affection, even love, in their union, but what bonded Epainette and Govan was an intellectual communion and a joint mission; a shared New African identity. ‘Bliss was it that dawn to be alive, but to be young was very heaven!’ To this day, Govan Mbeki sums up the optimism of his youth with these lines from Wordsworth’s paean to the French Revolution, lines he first heard in 1937 from his roommate at the hostel across the road from Taylor Street Secondary, renowned for his rousing recitations of great English verse. Central to Govan and Epainette’s optimism was the sense not only of a fight to be fought, but that it could be won – as it had been in the Soviet Union. They courted at anti-fascist demonstrations at the Communist Party hall down on the Point Road alongside the docks, and at ballroom dances at the AG Champion’s Bantu Social Centre on Alice Street; at night school classes and Left Book Club readings.


There was a particular openness to the young izifundiswa – ‘educated ones’ – as professionals like Govan and Epainette were known; an openness that was a product of the sense of opportunity with which they had been raised. They might have spent much of their time organising workers in dimly lit tenement rooms, but their lives seemed illuminated by the perpetual glow of new discovery. Govan became close to a black Edinburgh-trained physician, Dr Innes Gumede, who introduced him to symphony concerts at the Durban city hall. At first, he recalls, he found the music ‘all a jumble of instruments played together, but over time … I really began to appreciate it, and I love it and listen to it [to this day].’8


One of their closest acquaintances was the glamorous Afrikaner trade unionist Bettie du Toit, who had just returned from a trip to the Soviet Union and had come to Durban to help organise sugar-workers. Later, in the 1950s, Du Toit would marry an Indian: despite her conservative upbringing, she was perhaps the least racially encumbered of her generation of white activists, ‘an Afrikaner communist who danced unthinkingly with black men’, as one historian put it.9 One of these was Govan Mbeki: he had been asked to welcome her to Durban, and they took an instant shine to each other. ‘We became great friends, Bettie and I,’ he told me. ‘She would come to school in the afternoon and we would sit together. We would hug and kiss in public, and that was very unusual. Then I would take her back to her flat, walking hand in hand to get there.’


Such public affection would have been an extraordinary spectacle in a provincial South African town in 1937; little wonder, then, that they soon attracted police attention – even though they had not broken any laws – and threats of intimidation. The way Govan tells it, he and Du Toit defied this intimidation, but Epainette remembers it differently: ‘The police got hold of him and told him that “young white people are going to shoot you, because you are dating with a white woman.” And so he said, “Well, Bettie, we’d better meet indoors from now on – at Piny’s flat!”’ If there was a love triangle at play, Epainette gives no sign that she had a problem with it. In fact, it was Du Toit who recruited her into the Communist Party, and she recognises the trade unionist as having played the key role in her coming to political consciousness. ‘Before I met her, the only white women I knew were my teachers, and naturally they had the attitude of teachers. Now when I meet Bettie, here’s a white woman who takes me as an equal, who can sit down with me, who drinks my tea …’


Bettie du Toit went into exile in 1963, to Ghana, where she worked for the state press agency and went blind from a mistreated viral infection. After a difficult life in exile, she returned to South Africa in the early 1990s, destitute and frail: at the time Epainette Mbeki told me the story in 2000, she had no idea that her old friend was still alive, in her late nineties, confused and emaciated in an old age home in Johannesburg. She would die two years later.


*


Picture Govan Mbeki and Epainette Moerane, he as dashing as she is sensible; he in two-tone brogues, she in plimsolls, four foot three to his six one, reaching his chest as they walk down Beatrice Street, the heart of black Durban, on a Saturday evening. She has spent the afternoon coaching her girls on the tennis courts behind the Taylor Street School; he has been up to the press outside Verulam, where his magazine is printed, to check the pages. He doesn’t sleep: he teaches by day, is involved in political organisation in the evening, and only then, once others have gone home to their wives and their children, does he retire to his room to write his essays and edit his newspaper. But Govan Mbeki is also a bon vivant; he loves music and he loves dancing, and it’s Saturday night, so he and Epainette go to the movies at one of the mixed-race cinemas on Victoria Street. Perhaps, after the film, they repair to one of Durban’s legendary tearooms, Chili’s Hotel in Grey Street, or Luthuli’s, or the Ngoma Club.


Even now, ten years before the institution of apartheid, leisure time in Durban is segregated. Moneyed black people can go to the symphony concert, but they must sit in separate seating. They can go to the movies, but only in certain theatres and at certain times. Liquor laws forbid black people to drink in any establishment other than the state-owned ‘native’ drinking halls stuck inaccessibly away in the ‘native locations’, but the teetotalling Mbekis can patronise establishments such as Chili’s or Luthuli’s to drink tea and chat with other young, politically engaged black professionals.


Govan and Epainette had arrived in Durban at a particularly volatile time. In 1936, Prime Minister JBM Hertzog’s ‘Hertzog Bills’ were passed – four acts that effectively disenfranchised educated Africans in the Cape and limited economic growth even more severely in the native reserves, affecting elites like the Moeranes and the Mbekis severely. The bills aimed to trap blacks, wrote Mbeki’s professor at Fort Hare, DDT Jabavu, ‘between the agricultural serfdom of landlessness and the industrial serfdom of a colour bar’.10 This was the moment of truth for black South Africans of Govan and Epainette’s class and generation: 1936 was the year, Govan Mbeki has said, ‘that decided the future course of most of us …’11


HIE Dhlomo described the threshold thus: ‘Detribalised, urbanised, christianised, we lived and thought as Westerners … How we have changed! How we hate ourselves for having been mere parrots – for having been such plastic clay.’12 Young Africans of Govan Mbeki and Epainette Moerane’s generation began to develop an understanding of how they had been subjugated rather than liberated – as their parents had thought – by the white man’s schools and churches. As the contemporary historian Helen Bradford has written, they found it harder than ever to follow in their fathers’ footsteps.13


And so, after a long dormancy in the 1920s and 1930s, African nationalist politics gathered new energy: the ANC Youth League was formed in 1943, attracting angry young men such as Nelson Mandela, Walter Sisulu and Oliver Tambo. The League’s prime mover was Anton Lembede, a brilliant young lawyer with stern morals and evangelical tendencies, who saw redemption for his people in a return to African values. What differentiated Lembede’s philosophy from that of his elders was a faith not only in revolutionary militancy, but also in racial exclusivism: Africa, the League declared, was ‘a Black man’s country’.14


Lembede’s ideas came from the reading of WEB du Bois and Marcus Garvey, and had their South African roots in a seminal speech by Advocate Pixley ka Seme, who had, as a young firebrand in 1906, called for the ‘regeneration’ of the African continent: ‘I am an African, and I set my pride in my race over against a hostile public opinion.’15 Many years later, Thabo Mbeki would place himself squarely in this Seme-Lembede tradition: ‘I am an African,’ he said in 1996, quoting Seme directly, in what has become his most celebrated speech, at the adoption of the new democratic constitution. His particular combination of a call for an African Renaissance and for the moral reawakening of a dissolute people comes straight out of Lembede’s mystical, prophetic writings.


Lembede would write in 1946 that ‘moral degradation is assuming alarming dimensions’, and that this degradation ‘manifests itself in such abnormal and pathological phenomena as a loss of self-confidence, inferiority complex, a feeling of frustration, the worship and idolisation of whiteness, foreign leaders and ideologies.’16 Thabo Mbeki, too, talks about the pathological self-hate of the black South African, a ‘slave mentality’ the extent of which, he says, shocked him upon his return to the country in the 1990s. The corrective proposed by Lembede in the 1940s – one developed by the ANC Youth League, advanced in different ways by the PAC and Steve Biko’s Black Consciousness movement, and now reclaimed by Mbeki – was an aggressive nationalism that would restore to Africans their sense of self-worth and dignity.


Govan Mbeki was never part of the Youth League that would so strongly influence his son’s politics. ‘My thinking was different from theirs,’ he has said. ‘Mine was a Marxist approach, and theirs was purely nationalistic.’17 The Youth League was virulently opposed to the Communist Party, which it accused of foisting upon the African majority not only foreign European ideologies, but non-African leadership too. It tried repeatedly to expel communists from the ANC, and Mandela was – before he saw the light – perhaps its most notorious red-baiter. Certainly, there were troublesome racial dynamics in the Communist Party: while the vast majority of the Party’s membership was African, the leadership remained overwhelmingly white and Indian. By 1938, there was so much resentment about this that the communist leader Thabo Mofutsanyana (after whom Mbeki would be named) even advocated splitting the movement into two separate race groups. The Party had waged a long and bloody internecine war over race: there had been purges and counter purges and even disappearances in Siberia in the battle over whether it should advocate a ‘native republic’ or stick to class struggle. But, despite these tensions, the CPSA remained the only political forum where blacks and whites could work together as equals: it was the crucible of the unique non-racialism of the South African liberation movement.


Even if Govan Mbeki was at loggerheads with the Youth League, his biographer Colin Bundy demonstrates convincingly that he was by no means immune to the spirit of Africanism in the air at the time. By 1942, he was regularly attacking in print ‘the old men of Victorian liberalism’ and heralding the ‘rumors of an African youth organisation’. He dedicated Transkei in the Making to ‘the youth of my race’ and changed the name of The Territorial Magazine to Inkundla ya Bantu (The People’s Forum), explaining that ‘our duty has always been, ever is, and always shall be to the African people’.18 In 1941, he launched a new regular feature in the magazine, entitled ‘The Gallery of African Heroes’, to which Epainette would occasionally contribute anonymously.19


Epainette Mbeki tells a revealing story about her children’s baptism, which demonstrates not only that she and her husband were never to jettison, fully, their Christian roots, but that Govan, at this time, was more driven by the spirit of Africanism than he might later have cared to admit. The Mbeki family was traditionally Methodist, but the only Methodist ministers available to baptise their two younger children – born in 1945 and 1948 – were white, ‘and my husband said, “No, I will not have my child baptised by a white man!” So they had to go to an Anglican.’
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On 9 August 2000, Women’s Day, the mother of the South African president was persuaded to overcome her public diffidence and allow herself to be honoured on the Tim Modise Show – a talk-radio programme often described as one of the forges of the South African transition, a place where ordinary South Africans could engage frankly with the powerful and influential and with one another. The slight delay on the crackly, echoing telephone line from the SABC studios down to Idutywa helped create the effect – along with her slow, deliberate speech, her mission-school courtesy and her archaic use of language – that one was listening, over the wireless, to a voice from another era; from the 1930s, perhaps.


For days after the interview, listener after listener – white and black and across the political lines – called in to declare Epainette Mbeki the true, unheralded mother of the nation. It was almost as if a humble and dignified counterpoint to the excess of a Winnie Mandela had finally been found; a voice harking back to an era before greed and corruption, before the death of idealism. The sound bite that hit the headlines was a characteristically honest comment she made about her son Thabo. Pressed by Modise on what advice she would give him, she responded, ‘Offhand, he should forget about himself. He should have self-respect, but he should forget about the ego. That’s point number one. Point number two, he should be prepared to listen to the next man, no matter whether he agrees or disagrees.’


She also explained why she joined the Communist Party: ‘I was a teacher, and stayed among the people, and it was so painful to see the hardships they were facing. And there was this unfortunate condition of comparing blacks and whites. The difference was so wide, and to someone like myself, it was really uncomfortable. So naturally I had to try to do whatever little bit I could.’


‘So you met Govan Mbeki,’ Modise prompted her, ‘because you both felt strongly about the injustice, because he shared the same views as you did …?’ ‘We shared the same views,’ she responded, ‘but there was a difference.’ And then this octogenarian shopkeeper from the rural Transkei told the nation what the difference was: ‘He says, politics first! I say, economics first!’20


Later I asked her to elaborate. ‘Economics, you see,’ she said, ‘is the bread and butter of things, while politics is something very abstract to the ordinary man. In the Communist Party, my approach was organising people to have better conditions, better wages, that’s more bread on the table. My husband had a very different approach.’ She does not explain this approach, but it is clear that she is talking of the grand project of African nationalism. Epainette Mbeki only joined the ANC formally after its unbanning in 1990. Her primary allegiance was always to the Communist Party – not so much for ideological reasons, but largely because she was attracted to its practical work, ‘the bread and butter of things’: its night schools, its mobilisation of workers, its newspapers and pamphleteering; activity that was, in the 1930s at least, in sharp contrast to the dormancy of the ANC. She is practical before she is intellectual, and the Communist Party gave her something to do.


Whereas she was recruited into the Party by Bettie du Toit in 1938, Govan followed 15 years later, after the CPSA had been banned and gone underground in 1953. He explains this away as strategy: he did not feel he would be accepted in his home constituency of the Transkei if he was a card-carrying communist. It is also possible that he had somehow fallen foul of the Party’s leaders in the overbearing factionalism of the times– perhaps because of his very vocal criticism of the way the Party focused exclusively on an urban proletariat and ignored the rural peasantry. But whether he was a member or not (and however he saw the relationship between ‘politics’ and ‘economics’), he was fervent in his espousal of Marxism-Leninism, and it was he who in 1938 introduced the 18-year-old Epainette to the notion of class struggle: ‘He was straight from Fort Hare,’ she recalls, ‘and he had all these hot ideas!’ At Fort Hare, he had been profoundly influenced by his interaction with two charismatic Marxists: Eddie Roux, the journalist and communist leader, who had camped on a hill behind the Fort Hare campus and held lengthy discussions with interested students; and Max Yergan, a black American lecturer at the university who was later to become a fundamentalist Christian and anti-communist.


Govan saw being a member of the ANC as his primary identification; one that subsumed his belief in communism. He would have in all likelihood agreed with Moses Kotane, the most prominent African member of the Party, when he wrote in 1939 that ‘I am first a native and then a communist … I am born an African with a black skin and inherit all the sufferings and indignities inflicted on my people, whether I like it or not. I cannot escape from being black. But I became a communist by conviction …’21


No statement gives greater insight into the dual legacy of Africanism and communism that Thabo Mbeki was to inherit, and into the decisions he was to make, in the 1980s and 1990s, to jettison his allegiance to communism and to declare ‘African Renaissance’ the official ideology of his presidency. The debate over race and its relationship to class struggle was to prove a central preoccupation of the SACP in the second half of the 20th century, and a bone of considerable contention between people like Kotane and those who saw African nationalism and the ANC as little more than a stepping stone towards the proletarian revolution. Later, Govan Mbeki would come to espouse the latter conviction more and more strongly, while his son Thabo would believe, equally strongly, in the former.


*


While in the dock at the Rivonia Trial, Govan Mbeki was asked by his counsel where his interest in politics began. He responded that he had first heard about the ANC in church – as a boy back in Mpukane, where the local Independent Methodist minister used the pulpit to promote and explain the movement. He told the court that, as a teenager, he had avidly followed the visit of the west African educationist and nationalist Dr James Aggrey to South Africa, whose message of racial equality resonated closely with his own Christian upbringing.22


Clearly, this was a ploy on the part of the defence to show the bench that communists were not the anti-Christ, but it was no less accurate for that. In fact, Govan Mbeki makes the point that he could not have become a communist if he had not been brought up a Christian: both ideologies are profoundly redemptive, and Thabo Mbeki is the product of both his parents’ communism and his grandparents’ Christianity. If their parents had put their faith in Christianity and capitalism to uplift themselves and bring redemption to their people and prosperity to the land, then Govan and Epainette would attempt to do the same though communism.


But communism also offered Epainette – who was, remember, prevented from studying medicine – something radically different to both Christianity and African nationalism: a new, egalitarian conception of gender. She had never really fitted in, at either Lovedale College or Adams College. Her female classmates loved clothes, chased boys, were looking for husbands; she was interested in ideas, a career, a life with meaning. To her peers, she appeared to cultivate rather wilfully a homely appearance and a lack of femininity; now, as her flat became a meeting place for Govan Mbeki and Bettie du Toit, she would listen intently as they debated the burning issues of the CPSA. She had never met a woman like Du Toit before, a woman who not only trespassed onto the male territory of political debate, but held her own against the brilliant young man with whom Epainette was falling in love. Is it any wonder that she was attracted to Du Toit’s Communist Party? Here was a woman who worked, who made things happen, and who was not dependent on men for her livelihood.


Studious and conscientious, Epainette Moerane read Inkululeko – the Party newspaper – from cover to cover. Although she does not specifically recall it, she must have come across an article in 1937, entitled ‘An Appeal to African Women – Join the Struggle Against Oppressive Laws’, and written by Josie Mpama, the only other African woman in the Party: ‘Women, we can no longer remain in the background or concern ourselves only with domestic and sports affairs. The time has arrived for women to enter the political field and stand shoulder to shoulder with their men in the struggle …’23


4


‘Ah yes,’ laughs Govan Mbeki, with characteristic heartiness but also with edge, as we examine a photograph of his wedding to Epainette Moerane at Mangoloaneng on 8 January 1940, ‘that’s the long and the short of it!’ His bride reaches no higher than his chest; he is 29 and she is 24 , but her shortness, coupled with the ingenuous smile that illuminates her features, makes her seem no more than a child. He will take her across the Transkei to Mbewuleni, where she will begin setting up her new home and embarking on her new life, ‘shoulder to shoulder’ with him.


By the time he got married, Govan Mbeki was studying for his second bachelor’s degree, in economics, via correspondence from the University of South Africa. Of the eight thousand Africans registered as teachers, he was one of only 14 with a university degree24 and the only one qualified to teach psychology. There were very few black South Africans as employable as he and his wife were, and the decision of two such educated sophisticates to leave the city – with all its transformative and revolutionary possibilities – and to return to the countryside appears, at first glance, to be quite startling. Why, I ask Govan Mbeki, did he make such a decision? He replies by referring me to a passage in Transkei in the Making, where he lambasts Fort Hare graduates who obtain scholarships from the Transkei territorial government (as he did) and then flee the countryside for the city: what was ‘the purpose of educating these young fellows’ if they were not to come home and apply the knowledge they had acquired ‘at so much public cost’?25


And so, even though he had been happy at Adams College (to which he had transferred from Taylor Street Secondary School) in 1938 he jumped at the opportunity to teach at Clarkebury, the Methodist teachers’ training college in the Transkei, if for no other reason than to prove an ideological point he had already committed to print. Govan and Epainette parted temporarily: she took a job at Heilbron, a small town in the Orange Free State, while he went home to the Transkei.


One of Miss Moerane’s students in Heilbron, Jackie Mankogoama, recalls an abiding childhood memory: going to the station to fetch her new teacher, who was arriving on the train from Durban. ‘The only black woman who got off was a little lady wearing white tennis shoes,’ she told me. ‘It didn’t occur to me for a moment that this could be our new teacher. How could it be? What teacher would dream of wearing tennis shoes, let alone travelling in them?’


Meanwhile, at Clarkebury, Govan Mbeki began challenging convention too. He found the conservative countryside more difficult than he imagined, and the Clarkebury principal had it in for him from the start: ‘Before he even offered me a seat on the day I arrived,’ recalled Mbeki, ‘he said, “Have you abandoned your communistic ideas?” I felt insulted! I had been employed because I was the only person in the whole country qualified for the job.’ Mbeki exacerbated matters by regularly absenting himself from church and refusing to take communion, and by spending his weekends doing political mobilisation rather than coaching the students at sport, as was expected of him. It took 18 months for him to be fired, on the pretext that he refused to lead his students in prayer at the beginning of class.


Clearly, Govan Mbeki all but instigated his dismissal. He had become involved with a group of young Transkei intellectuals who were very animated by the possibility of co-operative societies, the vogue in leftist thinking in Europe in the 1930s, as a means for rural development, and would even take a second degree in economics to study the model and apply it to the Transkei. The ideology of self-help goes back to the roots of African nationalism in the late 19th century – specifically in organisations like the Zenzele movement of which both Epainette and her mother were stalwarts, and in African breakaways from the church, such as the Order of Ethiopia and Independent Methodists; it took hold again in the late 1930s, now with a Marxist application.


Thabo Mbeki believes his father returned to the Transkei to start a business because he wished ‘to secure his independence from a government salary’,26 and indeed many university-educated men of Mbeki’s generation did likewise. Fired from Clarkebury, he received immediate offers to teach at both Lovedale and Adams, but turned them down to blaze a trail in the wilderness in the Idutywa district, where a local politician found him a job on the Idutywa Cattle-Dipping Committee while he attempted to start his own co-operative society, the basis of which would be a rural general dealer’s store.


For a black man to start a business in the Transkei in 1940 was no easy matter. Africans could open trading stores as long as they were not within five miles, by the shortest route, of any of the seven hundred white-owned shops currently in business;27 by 1941, only a few dozen licences had been granted to African traders, none in the Idutywa district. Mbeki eventually determined that there was a space for the shop at the village of Mbewuleni, on the road between Idutywa and Engcobo. He put together a consortium of investors and applied for a licence.


Mbeki originally intended to erect the shop on the main road, on the gqoboka side of the village where there would be more traffic. But the nearest white storekeeper, a Mr Lyndhurst, complained that this would be in violation of the five-mile rule, and so Mbeki applied to put his shop further down in the village. Another white trader objected, and the licence Mbeki was finally granted permitted him to trade only on the qaba side, in Kwa-Tenza. The shop was the first black-owned enterprise in the Idutywa district, and the first black-owned co-operative store in all Transkei.


By becoming a black rural trader, Mbeki was disrupting a very powerful and very established relationship between modern, white capital and black precolonial society. Protected by monopolies, traders were at the same time the sole purchasers of agricultural produce, the sole sellers of manufactured and dry goods, and the sole creditors available to rural black people in the Transkei. They were also recruiting agents for the mines, an activity that generated most of their income: they were paid per man, but were subject to a financial penalty if they did not provide the agreed quota of able-bodied workers per year. To reach this quota, they would often stimulate recruitment through active debt inducement: offering loans and credits to their black customers and then forcing them into recruitment and thus migrant labour when they defaulted.28


And yet the trading store became nothing less than the community centre of rural black life, bringing with its commodities, as Phyllis Ntantala puts it, ‘a new culture, an amalgam of the old and new …; a culture that is the dynamic reality through which people express their desire to make their life worth living. For had they not all, school and non-school people, been drawn into the economy of the West?’29


*


‘The man behind the counter has much work, wrapping, weighing, cutting, measuring, selling, persuading and last but not least, speaking to the people. His is a strenuous job, he must speak to the people about their lowly location affairs in a friendly spirit, encourage them in their undertakings, and sometimes he is even asked to give a review of the international situation. This store has the fortune of being run by a man interested in the people and in world affairs as well, so he is at no loss under the circumstances.’30


So wrote the correspondent of Inkundla ya Bantu (in an article discovered by Colin Bundy) after a visit in 1941 to the Mbekis’ trading store. Govan Mbeki, concludes the report, ‘must have given up a lot of comfort and happiness to work at this store. That is what impressed me most. The platform and the pen are good but best of all is example by action.’


This article is without a by-line, and although Mbeki does not recall it, it is my fantasy that he himself penned it, so perfectly does it embody his self-image and his credo. He purveys not only dry goods but new ideas; like their parents and grandparents before them, but with a very different agenda, he and his wife are nothing less than evangelists, bringing progress and enlightenment, communism and commodities, a vision of New Africa, to the rural poor.
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‘A PLACE OF SEED’


MBEWULENI


1


In one of his more arresting images, Thabo Mbeki referred to the almond-and-thornbush hedge that was planted by the Cape’s first white settler, Jan van Riebeeck, in 1652, ‘to ensure the safety,’ Mbeki said, ‘of the newly arrived white European settlers by keeping the menacing black African hordes of pagan primitives at bay’ – ‘black and white had to be kept apart, circumscribed by an equation which described each as the enemy of the other, each the antithesis of the other.’ Mbeki was speaking to the Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in parliament in February 1999; that almond hedge, he said, has existed throughout the three-and-a-half centuries that whites have settled southern Africa: it surrounded the native reserves; it separated black townships from white suburbs in the urban areas; during the years of apartheid repression its thorns were ‘the bannings and the banishment, the torture, the assassinations, the massacres, the weapons of mass destruction and the sustained propaganda and indoctrination’.1


Being South African has meant, always, the perpetual negotiation of frontiers, the marking of territories, us and them, the known and the unknown, the safe and the fearful. And on my trips to the Transkei, as I visited the birthplaces of Thabo Mbeki and his parents Govan and Epainette, it occurred to me that the Mbeki dynasty itself had come into being on that very almond-and-thornbush hedge. Thabo Mbeki’s grandparents, his parents, himself: all three generations were born and bred on the frontier between two civilisations, two ways of being, and if, during his years of public life, it sometimes seemed that Thabo Mbeki was too acutely aware of the hedge that divided South Africa, perhaps it is because it was lodged so deep in his own psyche. He could see it, perhaps, as few others could, for he was born amidst the sweetness of its blossoms and the sharpness of its thorns.


*


When they arrived at Mbewuleni in 1940, Govan and Epainette Mbeki built their homestead high on a hill at the entrance to the qaba side of the village, looking across the dry river bed to the corrugated-zinc schoolroom and the gqoboka homesteads beyond. They were thus at the frontier of Western civilisation and traditional Xhosa culture, directly between the school – the last outpost of civilisation to the west – and the ‘red’ people to the east.


With money loaned from other members of his co-operative society, Govan supervised the building of a large, rectangular five-roomed house. Across the back, facing the track and Kwa-Tenza beyond, was the shop. Through a door behind the counter you entered the Mbeki living area of four rooms. In time, three conical thatch-roofed huts would be added, and Epainette would create a prickly-pear border against stray cattle and goats, and plant corn, cabbage and tomatoes.


Moeletsi Mbeki’s memory of the shop is of a place ‘big, bustling, rambling, the centre of small-town life … There were agricultural equipment outside, piles of grey blankets stacked to the ceiling, bags of maize, people coming and going.’ The Mbekis paid £3 a year for a general dealer’s licence, and another £2 for a patent medicine licence allowing them to sell the regular sixpenny line of teething powders, painkillers, castor oil, cough mixture and the like. As the shop grew, the Mbekis expanded their line to include clothing (much of which Epainette made herself) and blankets, the most lucrative commodities in a rural trading store.2


In 1941, the Inkundla ya Bantu correspondent noted that Mbeki had volunteered his shop as a local postal service too, so that ‘villagers need not travel miles to post their letters or receive their parcels or registered articles.’3 The Mbeki shop became a centre of civilisation in Mbewuleni: Olive Mpahlwa, the daughter of the local schoolmaster who would become Thabo Mbeki’s teenage sweetheart and the mother of his child, recalls that ‘you could see it from miles off, all whitewashed among the mud huts, like a beacon of light.’ It was a credit bureau, a postal agency, a place where you would come for advice, where you would have your letters read and written, first by Govan and Epainette and then, later, by the Mbeki children; an experience which would, as we shall see, mark Thabo Mbeki for life.


*


Even today, Mbewuleni’s social topography is deeply inscribed upon the landscape. The river bed still separates qaba from gqoboka, even though these days the division is far more about class than about creed. From the village’s confident western slopes – bakkies parked outside compounds of zinc-roofed houses paid for by nurses’ or teachers’ remittances – you look out, across the valley, to the thatched huts on the other side of the valley beneath the mountains beyond. Fifty years after the Mbekis built their shop, there are still only two four-walled buildings among the huts of Kwa-Tenza: the remains of the Mbeki homestead and a Presbyterian church.


Amaqaba means ‘people who smear themselves’ – with the ochre and red clays that are the traditional markers of Xhosa identity. Amagqoboka means ‘people having a hole’ or ‘people of the hole’. While Christians believe this hole to be the piercing of their hearts by the words of Christ, traditionalists often use it in a more derogatory sense: the amagqoboka are ‘the quislings who originally opened a hole in the Xhosa nation and let in the white-skinned enemy’, as one historian paraphrased it.4 Each word can be derogatory if used to describe the other, merely descriptive if used to describe oneself.


Just as the Mbeki family had been settled on deserted territory in Mpukane, a gqoboka family named Mpahlwa was moved here in the 1870s from the Cape after the conquest of the Xhosas. They gave their new home the optimistic name of Mbewuleni, ‘a place of seed’.


In Mpukane to the south and Mangoloaneng to the north, virtually the entire community had became Christian during the eras of Skelewu Mbeki and Jacane Moerane. At Mbewuleni, however, most remained tied to traditional authority and animist religion. And so, when Govan and Epainette arrived in 1940, there were literally two worlds, two ways of being, living side by side.


Thabo Mbeki has said that as a child he was required by his parents to study AC Jordan’s great – and sadly forgotten – novel of the clash between qaba and gqoboka, Ingqumo yemiNyama (translated into English as The Wrath of the Ancestors). The novel was published in Xhosa in 1940, the very year that the Mbekis moved back to the Transkei, and describes precisely the world they were entering. Jordan had been a classmate of Govan Mbeki’s at Fort Hare, and the novel tells the story of Zwelinzima, a bright light at the university (very similar to Mbeki and Jordan themselves) who discovers that he is the rightful heir to the chieftaincy of his people. He returns home, but makes a love-marriage to Thembeka – a slick, modern teacher and Mfengu commoner – rather than to the princess chosen for him. Zwelinzima’s reforming and often arrogant ways alienate the locals, and the tension finally boils over when Thembeka kills a snake she believes to be threatening her infant, but which Zwelinzima’s tribe revere as its sacred totem. The novel comes to a tragic end: Thembeka goes mad and throws herself and her baby into a flooding river, and Zwelinzima drowns trying to save them. Their very modernity becomes a curse, alienating them from their people, and results not only in their own deaths, but in the death, too, of the possibility of progress for their tribe.


So often, watching Thabo Mbeki in leadership, I have seen him calculating the odds on what I have come in my head to call ‘The Zwelinzima Equation’: how far ahead can I run without leaving my people behind? Obviously, any leader with aspirations to progress asks such questions, but because Mbeki was born on the frontier between qaba and gqoboka, the interrogation has a profoundly personal resonance: he was born and raised, the child of educated and progressive missionaries, amidst uneducated and ‘primitive’ people he was taught to respect, to help – and also, perhaps, to fear.


2


It soon became clear, to Govan and Epainette Mbeki, that the Transkei to which they had returned was very different from the one into which they had been born. The state’s native reserves policies had all but collapsed the rural peasant economy that had provided the comforts of their own childhoods, and the newlyweds found themselves struggling to redefine themselves within a particularly harsh new environment. These were the war years, boom years for the white South African economy, and thus there was more call than ever for migrant labour. New legislation eroded the rural black agricultural economy entirely, rendering the Transkei little more than a labour reservoir. Malnutrition and illness such as tuberculosis were endemic, and the authorities themselves reported that the majority of the population was living ‘very much below the bread line’.5


In such an environment, a black man’s trading store – without collateral or a credit record, or the will to be a recruitment post for the mines– would struggle to survive even if it was not being run as a co-operative experiment. Once it became clear that his store would not succeed along the lines of his socialist dream, Govan Mbeki lost interest, and found other arenas for his irrepressible desire to reform and organise the territory of his birth. Ever since his return to the Transkei in 1939 he had been intimately involved in territory politics – and it was to this that his interests now turned fully. The Transkei, he wrote to the new ANC president, Dr AB Xuma, in 1941, was ‘to be frank, politically in midnight slumber’. His plan was to awaken it.6


One means was through the war itself. Mbeki became an outspoken advocate for non-participation, supporting the Communist Party of South Africa’s stand, articulated by Moses Kotane in 1941: ‘If you want the Non-Europeans to fight for democracy, why not give them democracy to fight for?’7 The 1940s heralded unprecedented militancy in black communities. The ANC’s Youth League began its radical reappraisal of black nationalism; the Dadoo Trials brought the middle-class mainstream of the Indian community into the liberation movement; and the trade unions movement was radicalised. The year of Thabo Mbeki’s birth, 1942, was the year of the Alexandra bus boycott, and of the radical Sofasonke squatters’ movement, which took hold of Johannesburg’s native locations. In 1944, a Communist-led anti-pass campaign culminated in a march of twenty thousand through Johannesburg, and in 1946 a mine workers’ strike led by the communist JB Marks brought South Africa’s core industry to a halt.


But all of this took place worlds away from Mbewuleni: the upsurge of militancy in the 1940s was an almost entirely urban one. There was, however, a parallel (if more modest) radicalisation in rural politics; one brought about by men like Govan Mbeki. And it worked along the vector of commerce: together with Kerr Mazwai, a Fort Hare classmate who had set up shop in a nearby village, Mbeki became an agent for Prosperity Insurance. The two men acquired a two-tone blue Nash car, and selling insurance to well-to-do Africans provided them with a perfect alibi for cross-country mobilisation, and the recruiting of people into the ANC.


In 1941, Mbeki became the secretary of the Transkei African Voters Association (black men were still allowed to vote in the native reserves), and in 1943 he formed the Transkei Organised Bodies, which attempted to bring a disparate group of organisations representing Africans into one solid bloc. In 1946 he won a seat on the Bhunga, the Transkei parliament. But by 1949 he would be so dispirited by the sham of Bantustan self-government that he would quit, more convinced than ever that armed uprising was the only possible solution.


Looking at a month-to-month schedule that Colin Bundy has constructed of Govan Mbeki’s political activities in the 1940s,8 it is hard to believe that he was ever around to run the shop. And on the rare occasions he was at Mbewuleni, he was more often than not holed up in the hut that served as his study: he was still a prolific journalist and pamphleteer. He edited Inkundla ya Bantu until 1943, when its owners decided he was too radical; he was a contributing editor of Inkululeko, the in-house communist newspaper, from 1945 to 1949; and was a director of the Guardian, the CPSA’s daily newspaper, from 1940.


And so the responsibility for running the shop, and for raising their four children, fell on Epainette. Linda, their only daughter, was born in 1941; Thabo, on 18 June 1942; then Moeletsi and Jama in 1945 and 1948.


3


Linda Jiba, nee Mbeki, died in 2003. I only met her once, a short while after her brother’s inauguration as South African president in June 1999, at the home from which she ran her wholesale liquor business in Butterworth. Although divorced, she still used her married name: perhaps she, the only member of the family not in politics or public life, needed to put some space between herself and the public meaning of ‘Mbeki’.


She was, physically at least, very much her father’s daughter: big-boned, broad-faced and handsome, a matronly woman whose features spoke of a life of hard work. Her front teeth were missing and her hair wrapped in a doek; she had inherited her mother’s habit of taking on less fortunate relatives and neighbours and putting them to work in her business as she put them through school. She had also inherited her mother’s submersion into work: we perched, outside her house, on a concrete slab next to crates of empties and overflowing garbage bins because ‘there is no space inside for us to sit’. It was a grinding, grimy environment with no comfy chairs, no sentimentality, but not without humanity. Of course she went to ‘Buth’ Thabo’s’ inauguration, she told me, but it was more for him than for her: she could just as well have watched it on TV. She missed the big family party the night before and the inaugural ball afterwards ‘because I had to be back at the business. Weekends are busy, you know!’


She gave me a powerful memory of Thabo’s early childhood. Father and son would sit together, conspiratorially, in the hut where Govan isolated himself if he needed to write or work while at Mbewuleni. ‘I would often see them there, poring over documents. They weren’t newspapers, and you knew they were dangerous, because they would be hidden when you came in. Mommy would be busy in the shop, and I’d be back from school, doing housework, and Thabo would be in the room with my father. This was from a very young age.’ There is something in this image of induction that encapsulates the nature of Thabo Mbeki’s patrimony: to complete the revolutionary work of his father was the only emotional connection they had.


Perhaps this memory tells us more about the daughter’s exclusion than about the son’s inclusion: ‘Him being a boy and me being a girl, I think it is different,’ Jiba told me, when I asked whether she remembered intellectual engagement with her parents. ‘Maybe when he was busy discussing things with my mother, I was in the kitchen making tea! When you’re busy running a home, you miss things. I think Thabo was exposed to all that more than me, because my father was grooming him for politics.’ Epainette’s own intellectual and political life, too, became seriously constrained after she married, because of her need to keep the shop and raise the family. Clearly, a more conventional gender regime crept into the Mbeki marriage once it relocated to Mbewuleni.


*


Ask Vezikhaya Mpahlwa – the playmate of the Mbeki children, and the son of Mbewuleni’s schoolmaster – what he remembers of the Mbekis, and he will tell you two things: that Govan Mbeki’s two-tone blue Nash was the only motorcar in Mbewuleni, and that their home was filled with books: ‘They used to have big shelves in their rondavels. Shelves with stacks and stacks of books.’ Every villager old enough to remember mentions the car and the books: if the former is a totem of the Mbeki family’s mobility, the latter signifies both their erudition and their otherness.


The Mbeki library, says Govan, was ‘small, but significant. There were novels, the English poets, quite a few Marxist books.’ These children were not reared on Biggles: ‘The very first book I ever attempted to read,’ recalls Moeletsi Mbeki, ‘was a Maxim Gorky novel, which I pulled off my father’s bookshelf.’ The volumes his older brother pulled off the bookshelf in his early teens included Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment, a biography of the Ghanaian educationist James Aggrey, and Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress.9 If, during the Mbeki presidency, you managed to get beyond the public façade of Mahlamba Ndlopfu or Genadendal, you would note the two ways that he and his wife Zanele were able to stamp their presence on their official residences: one was through her collection of African art, and the other was through his collection of books. The latter fell out of every crevasse and defied the aesthetics of official residency: they would not be put away. Thabo Mbeki is most at ease when engulfed in a mess of literature.


And his intellect is marked by perpetual questioning: he advances not through enthusiastic exclamation points or staccato full stops but along a line of question marks. When I asked him about the roots of this intellectual approach, he went straight back to his parents: ‘You see, we grew up with books around the home, and whenever we were together with the parents … you could say anything, and it would be discussed.’ If you are brought up with books, he believes, ‘you begin soon enough to understand that there are many ideas in the world, and that it’s not shameful not to know about something. In fact, it would be shameful if you didn’t try and find out.’ He did not say it to me specifically, but he was clearly signifying his reasons for plunging so deeply – and so controversially – into the science around the aetiology of AIDS.


He did not always feel this way, though. There is a family legend about the way he used a tummy ache to bunk school. His mother soon discovered that these were the days the class did arithmetic, a subject with which her son struggled. When he next complained of stomach ache, she told me, she kept him at home and, using kraals and sheep and cows, taught him the concepts herself: ‘And true enough, the moment he grasped the idea, the tummy ache went. I realised that he would rather not go to school than embarrass himself by not knowing something, and by being a laughing stock.’


But even if Epainette Mbeki had been forced, by the circumstances of her husband’s activism (and perhaps his personality too) to succumb to a more traditional division of labour within her own home, she remained a champion for the education of girl-children among the amaqaba of Kwa-Tenza. Just as Robben Island was to become full of young men who gained their educations through Govan Mbeki, the village of Mbewuleni was to spawn many young peasant women who went to school through the urgings of Epainette Mbeki, and for this she remains a legend in the village.


In much the way she had been brought up in Mangoloaneng, Epainette Mbeki governed her brood with a combination of discipline and openness. ‘My children did well in school because they knew I would not take failure lightly,’ she recalled. ‘Even when they were very young – Jama could not have been more than two or three – I would collect the four of them together and say, “Listen here, children … If any one of you does not wish to go to school, you should tell me now. If any one of you wishes rather to go and work on the mines, or to work for white people in their kitchen, rather go now and do not waste my money. There’s the door!”’


Like their parents, the Mbeki children were always busy: if they were not doing their schoolwork, they were doing housework or helping in the shop. Clothes had to be washed and ironed – by the children themselves – every day after school; each had a wooden box in which his possessions were stored, and which had to be maintained in meticulous condition. With his characteristic hint of mischief, Govan Mbeki told me how ‘Thabo was a voracious reader, and for that reason he was not popular with my wife, [who] felt he spent too much time at books and did not help in domestic chores. “That son of yours,” she would complain to me, “he’s just like his father!”’


What links Thabo Mbeki to his parents and grandparents is not just a missionary zeal and an impulse to progress, but also the notion that work is a form of redemption. For the atheist Mbekis, productivity, really, is their religion. ‘Productivity’, like ‘independence’ and ‘self-reliance’, are Mbeki touchstones; they comprise the central family mythology around which they construct their identities. ‘Life wouldn’t be life for them without work,’ Olive Mpahlwa said to me. ‘They know no other life. I don’t mean to say that they hide behind it, but I do see that it’s good for them, because it does take them away from every other problem.’ You could see it in Linda Jiba at her business in Butterworth, in Thabo Mbeki’s infamous all-night work sessions, in Epainette Mbeki’s nonagenarian dawn-to-dusk activities at her home outside Idutywa, in the way Govan Mbeki spoke, to his dying breath at the age of 91, about his ‘next book’.


Little wonder that Thabo Mbeki believes ‘hard work’ requires staying up all night: his primary experience of work was observing his father who, when not away fighting the struggle, was holed up in his hut writing his pamphlets and articles by gaslight through the night. Meanwhile, his mother would habitually be up at three in the morning to fetch clean water from the well five kilometres away, and was busy, constantly, in the shop and in the homestead from before dawn until late at night.


Epainette Mbeki’s love was a tough one, for it made little concession to a child’s need for play and fantasy: the world she wished her children to occupy was free of the affect, both the fear and whimsy, the ghosts and fairy-tales, that conventionally populate childhood – and of the religious beliefs that animate rural African life. Witches and demons are very much part of the Xhosa cosmos, but Epainette Mbeki would have none of them: she deliberately terrorised her children by striding fearlessly through gulleys reputedly populated by dog-demons, and would sometimes deliberately fabricate tasks for them that forced them to pass trees during the night where witches were feared to reside, so as to exorcise them of their irrational fears.


The Mbeki children were taught ‘to communicate freely, but always with respect’, recalls Fezeka Mabona, the child of a Mbeki relative brought up by Epainette. Once, Mrs Mbeki chastised her grandson Kwanda – Thabo’s son whom she also raised – for becoming too heated in an argument: ‘You can debate as much as you like,’ she told him, ‘but you are never to point a finger at me. You are to use your ideas, not your body, if you wish to fight me.’


With the exception of the outgoing and exuberant youngest son Jama, the Mbeki children were noted for a withdrawn diffidence that was often interpreted, by other members of the community, as passivity. ‘It’s a Moerane thing,’ their cousin Sophie – the daughter of Epainette’s brother Michael – said to me. ‘My father had it, Aunt Piny has it, and her children have it too. They hold their peace. Often people think that this is because they are judging, or being arrogant. That they’re unimpressed by what you’re saying and so they are withholding their comment. I want the people of South Africa to know this about my cousin Thabo, when they complain about his quietness: he doesn’t mean any harm. It’s just the Moerane genes.’
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From all over the valley that cleaves Mbewuleni in two you can see the little hall, so bright is its red zinc roof, so white its zinc walls. It is situated on a rise in the grasslands and is held, in the landscape, between an ancient solitary bluegum tree and two gnarly poles which support a rusty old bell that has been calling the faithful to school and to prayer for decades. In January 1948, Thabo Mbeki started classes here, not more than a kilometre away from his home. Every weekday morning for the next three years, until he was sent to live with his uncle in Queenstown, he crossed the frontier of the dry river bed to the grandiloquently named Ewing Preparatory School on the gqoboka side of the village.


The hall was built at the turn of the 20th century, a compact rectangular structure no more than ten metres across and five metres deep. Before Bantu Education, the majority of black South Africans were schooled in cramped, makeshift classrooms just like this, where the local preacher doubled as the local schoolmaster, teaching four or five classes simultaneously under one roof. There were never more than fifty children at Ewing, from six grades, all learning at the same time from the same old set of English textbooks – the Govan Readers (named, like Govan Mbeki, after the founder of Lovedale) – and writing on slates rather than in exercise books. Unlike mission schools such as Lovedale, which made a point of removing students from their ‘native environments’, rural schools such as Ewing adapted their routines and curricula to the rhythms of the rural environments in which they were located: children came late if there was lost stock to be rounded up, and left early if it was harvest time. The school only took children for the first six grades. Thereafter, those parents who were able to afford it sent their children away – as the Mbekis did – to boarding schools or to town relatives. The rest went to work in the fields.


The year Thabo Mbeki began school was the year the National Party was elected into office. But even before the implementation of apartheid, the iniquities were stark: in 1949, when Mbeki was in Sub B at Ewing, the state spent six-and-a-half times as much on white students as it did on black ones.10 Now, however, the Nationalist Party government set up a commission which recommended the establishment of ‘Bantu Education’, which would supervise a wholly separate – and totally state-run – education system; one that would teach blacks, as HF Verwoerd so infamously put it, ‘that equality with Europeans is not for them.’11


Independent mission schools were only finally shut down in 1959, so even though Mbeki started his schooling at the very moment apartheid came into being, his entire school education took place in a curious interregnum – a time of ferment and contestation but also of the last glimmerings of possibility – between the colonial and apartheid systems. Once he got to high school at Lovedale in 1955, he would become part of the very last class to be allowed to follow the same standard curriculum as white students.


Until Bantu Education was formally implemented in the late 1950s, the colonial assimilationist approach reigned: Thabo’s standard four reader would have begun, as did Phyllis Ntantala’s 30 years previously: ‘Imagine yourself at Euston Station. It is a foggy morning in London.’12 And it was a pedagogy dependent on brutal discipline: ‘There was always a whip hanging on the back of my father’s chair,’ recalls Vezikhaya Mpahlwa. ‘It tormented you. Because you knew that it was watching you when you were told to rise and recite a poem. If you couldn’t, you knew you were dead!’ How different, indeed, to the ethos of learning and questioning that the Mbeki children imbibed at home.


Writing about Govan Mbeki’s childhood, Colin Bundy observes that ‘home-life and school-life overlapped … Govan and his peers followed their families’ grazing cattle, swam and fished in the Kei River, and filled their hours with the haphazard intensity of boys at play. In doing so, Govan was exposed to another education; one far older than that on offer in the mission schools.’13 Certainly, for most children in Mbewuleni, there was a similar fluidity between modern schooling and the old ways of cattle-herding and stick-fighting. But Thabo Mbeki’s agemates recall that he had an aversion to such activities; his extramural education came from the shop, the much-mythologised locus of his coming to political consciousness. Here he worked, from the time he was able to walk.


*


Epainette Mbeki recalls that her son ‘didn’t have many friends of his age. Let me say he was not very communicative. On the reserved side.’ She remembers him, from the age of six, rushing to the wireless whenever he heard the beep-beep-beeps of the radio news. If she asked him what he was listening to, he would reply, ‘World affairs, Mommy. You wouldn’t understand.’ Her son, she says, ‘had grown-up ideas from a very young age. I don’t know how he sucked them from us.’


But if Thabo was to be found sitting in the shop after school rather than running around the village with his agemates, this was only in part a function of his solitary and introverted nature. It was also, largely, due to his upbringing: with the exception of Jama, who in many ways rebelled against the Mbeki way of being, all of Epainette’s children had a reputation in the village for staying very close to their mother’s skirts. For even though the Mbeki family had ‘crossed over’ onto the qaba side, they had not – for want of a better phrase – ‘gone native’: ‘There was to be no lolling about the village with other boys,’ Mrs Mbeki says firmly. ‘No aimless roaming about. The idea of football clubs was not acceptable either. They were to come straight home after school, or to a couple of families we were friendly with, and that’s all.’ These families were, of course, other educated gqoboka families like the Mpahlwas.


The Mbekis might have lived on the wrong side of the dry river bed, but they nonetheless formed part of a powerful network of educated, Christian families dotted around the Transkei. Epainette would take her children to church every Sunday morning, ‘not for any religious reasons, but for the cultural ones’. She never saw a contradiction between her Christian upbringing and her communism, and, perhaps more importantly, she appeared to need – even if she did live among the amaqaba– some identification, some sense of connection, with the gqoboka community of Mbewuleni. Govan, of course, interacted with the cream of the amagqoboka anyway: they were his business partners and they were his political comrades.


Of course, given their class, the Mbekis had more in common with the people they met in church or at political meetings than with their customers and neighbours in Kwa-Tenza. Like other gqoboka families, they sent their children on second-class tickets to boarding school, they ate cheese, they used cutlery, they took the Daily Dispatch, they motored down to the seaside for holidays in large family cars. But whereas other amagqoboka disparaged illiterate peasants, the egalitarian Mbekis adulated them. Govan could often be seen singing and practising traditional dances with his neighbours outside the shop; Epainette Mbeki made extra money by sewing up traditional icayi skirts. These activities were embraced, quite deliberately, to make the point that traditional custom was legitimate.


But therein lay a paradox, one articulated clearly to me by Linda Jiba’s memory of what their mother would say to them if they complained about going to school: ‘If you don’t go, you are going to grow up to be red-blanketed like them!’ Epainette had a very clear sense of her children’s destiny being different to those of the villagers around them, even as she insisted on respecting them and educating them. This could not but ‘disconnect’ the Mbeki children – to use Thabo Mbeki’s language – from their environment, placing them in a no-man’s-land between the two cultures: they were able to mix in both worlds but belonged, ultimately, to neither. A close friend of Thabo Mbeki’s once described him to me as a ‘citizen of the world, comfortable everywhere but at home nowhere’. The implication was that this was the function of a life in exile. But it seems likely, upon examination of his childhood, that this state of being was actually determined long before he even left South Africa, during his very first years of life in Mbewuleni.


*


Epainette Mbeki describes her son, no more than seven years old, behind the counter of the shop: ‘There are no customers, so of course Thabo opens his book. Someone enters. If it’s a gqoboka somebody, he attends politely to that person but gets straight back to the book as quickly as possible. But the moment a “red” person comes in, he puts his book down and they go on communicating, for ages, about this, that and the other. The person feels free.’


The fact that her son was more communicative with the qaba customers than with the gqoboka ones moves Epainette Mbeki deeply: ‘When he speaks, now, about “the poorest of the poor”, it’s because of his experiences in the shop. That’s where he discovered that these people need to be uplifted. That’s his …’ – she struggles to continue, but eventually finds an immensely revealing word – ‘… his ministry. That is his ministry.’


As a young boy, Thabo was a letter-reader and letter-writer for the illiterate adults in his community, privy to all the intelligence communicated between migrant labourers in the cities and the people they left back home: their emotional pains and marital infidelities, their physical hardships, their longings, their aspirations and the impossibilities of ever attaining them. He was by no means the only child in the Transkei who read and wrote letters for illiterate peasants – his contemporary and rival in the ANC, Chris Hani, was doing the same thing at the same time in another part of the Transkei. But Mbeki seems to have responded to it in a particularly profound way.


His mother recalls that he once came to her and said, ‘Mama, I should not be reading other people’s letters’; ‘I told him it was fine,’ she says, ‘as long as he kept their confidence.’ He thus carried, at an unnaturally early age, the burden of confidentiality. Imagine being seven years old, reading to a distraught woman that her mineworker husband has died of phthisis; or taking dictation, from a mother to her migrant son, that his wife is pregnant with another man’s child, and then reading back to the wife her husband’s chastisement.


Both Mbeki’s parents told me that they believed this had a profound effect on him. Not only did he come to understand, in a powerful and subjective way, just how tragically the migrant-labour system warped the lives of rural black people, but he was, his father said, ‘hearing about things at an age when [he] should not have been …’ The experience, his father believes, robbed him of his childhood.


But if Govan Mbeki is correct, and Thabo Mbeki was indeed forced by his circumstances to grow up very quickly, then this must also have been because of his early understanding of the dangerous life his father led – and the attendant responsibilities he thus took on, as the oldest Mbeki son. The trade unionist and veteran communist Ray Alexander, a close comrade of Govan Mbeki’s, told me once about her memories of visiting the Mbeki shop, in 1950: ‘There, [sitting] behind the counter, was a little boy whose feet did not even touch the floor. “Where’s your father?” I asked, but he would not tell me. He was so serious, and he knew not to trust a stranger, particularly not a white one.’


How does one begin to assess the effects, on this perceptive little boy, of the weight of the understanding of his family’s precarious condition, coupled as it was with the acute human suffering that he observed in his role as letter writer? Often, gifted children are given more emotional responsibility than they can handle, because it is assumed they are as sophisticated emotionally as they are intellectually; this can result in the profound loneliness of precocity. If Govan Mbeki’s mode of revolutionary behaviour was passionate and even somewhat reckless – ‘Boy’s Own’, as his comrade Rusty Bernstein later put it to me – then Thabo’s would be exactly the opposite: he would carry on the fight, but with the diligence and caution of an oldest son who lives with the perpetual fear that his parents will be taken away from him. His lifelong commitment to struggle would be one of joyless responsibility.
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Of all Thabo Mbeki’s friends from exile I met during the research for this book, not one recalled him, ever, talking about his childhood, or even so much as mentioning the place of his birth. None even knew that the name of this place was ‘Mbewuleni’. Several were struck forcibly by how different, in this respect, he was from other South African exiles, so many of whom drowned their sorrows in the drink-sodden specifics of a country to which they could not return. Banishing his childhood, some of them surmised, was their friend’s strategy for overriding the pain of exile.


During his 28 years away, the only public reference Mbeki seems to have made to his early years was, in fact, incognito: in an article entitled ‘Why I Joined the Communist Party’ published in the African Communist, the journal of the SACP, in 1971 under the pseudonym ‘J Jabulani’.14 Well into Mbeki’s presidency, 15 years after the unbanning of the SACP, only a handful of veterans even knew that Mbeki had written for the publication – and refused to tell me his nom-de-plume, feigning ignorance or loss of memory, until instructed to do so by Mbeki (who had, previously, feigned a similar amnesia). Reluctantly relinquishing the article to me in 2005, Essop Pahad, Mbeki’s oldest and closest comrade, urged me to take care: Mbeki’s history as a communist remained taboo, and could be used against him. The truth is that the piece opens up a subject more taboo, and at least as opaque: Thabo Mbeki’s childhood, and his relationship to it.


‘Why I Joined the Communist Party’ is a perplexing work; more of a free-floating memory-poem than the kind of discursive polemic the 29-year-old Mbeki would have learned to pen at the Lenin Institute in Moscow, where he had recently completed his ideological training. Its author uses the excuse of a polemic to evoke, graphically and vividly, the landscape of his childhood, and to conjure up a jumble of finely observed memories from his early years. Under the guise of explaining how he became a communist, he thereby smuggles something quite alien into the pages of the African Communist: sentiment.


After the standard introductory boilerplate about ‘the heroic example of the achievements of the Soviet people’, he changes tack sharply, and leads his readers through the seasons of his childhood, in a place identified only as ‘the countryside’ or ‘our area’ – and never actually called ‘home’. In winter, the land is turned into a dust bowl by the grazing cattle eating abandoned maize stalks; in the ‘early dawn’ of spring ‘the air fills with the labours of the common people’ leading their ploughs through the fields. ‘Hardly an hour later, the birds join with their songs and then the children. All the while it is quiet, and then at an hour, which I do not know, the silence is broken by the bellow of a cow.’ In summer, the fields turn dark with rain clouds: ‘Stand naked in the rain, in the good downpour and you will grow as tall as your father.’ Then autumn, when ‘we sit around the fires in front of the homestead. From here you can see the smoke, as if drawn by something, slowly drifting down into the valley. Each home will contribute its share to that mist … We shall sleep peacefully tonight because now there is hardly any work to be done in the fields.’15


Then, the author recounts, he goes to the city where – it is implied– he becomes a communist, devastated by the ‘rot and filth’ of urban poverty confronting him. Returning to the countryside with this new sensibility, he notices for the first time the migrant labourers dying of phthisis, forced to go to the city to pay off their debts to the white traders so that their families can eat in the winter: suddenly he sees what is hidden within ‘those solid-looking mud huts’, beneath the pastoral idyll of his youth: ‘destitution’ and ‘ignorance, too …’


Of course, this story is a fable; a redemptive narrative no less constructed than the missionary Arbousset’s account of Mbeki’s ancestor’s conversion to Christianity a century previously. Mbeki has created an artefact of political awakening from his childhood memories. And yet the intensely lyrical nature of the prose – and its rather scattershot focus (there is a paragraph out of nowhere about a girl he once loved, now in rags) – suggests another energy at work, one underscored by the difference between the author’s account of his childhood and what we know of Mbeki’s actual experiences in Mbewuleni: While ‘J Jabulani’ appears to have grown up in blissful ignorance of the depredations facing the rural black South Africans around him, the evidence from Thabo Mbeki’s actual biography suggests that he was aware of the hardships and difficulties of rural South African life from the very moment he became conscious.


How to account for this discrepancy? The heightened emotional prose of ‘J Jabulani’ carries intense longing for something lost: the innocence of childhood, perhaps, a time when life was birdsong and downpours and the satisfaction of a day’s work well done, rather than illness and hunger, ignorance and oppression, a family rent asunder. Perhaps, through ‘J Jabulani’, Mbeki seeks refuge from the pain of exile, from the ‘disconnect’ of his life, through the conjuring of a pre-conscious childhood innocence that never really existed. Perhaps, on the other hand, he is laying claim here to an innocence that did exist, even if fleetingly, in his early years, but that he is ashamed to own – because of his family ideology and political heritage – except beneath the deep cover of ‘J Jabulani’. Whichever: the evidence of ‘Why I Joined the Communist Party’ is clear. Even if he never spoke about it, Thabo Mbeki remembered his childhood vividly, and nostalgically, and relived it – in 1971 at least – with a powerful sense of loss.
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