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    In memory of my mother – for the gift of your fighting spirit and an unending well of self-belief.


    For my father and my siblings – for the anchor your love is to me.


    To my heartbeats, Rori and Tilo, without you, none of this.
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    ONE

 
    Head-on Collision


    ‘Nozi.’


    ‘Answer your phone.’


    ‘Ma is dead.’


    I was seated before a two-thousand-strong audience, moderating a strong lineup of panellists. The stakes were higher than the normal studio-based conversation. We were broadcasting live into forty-eight African countries and there were eight million people watching in that moment.


    The producer in my ear gave me a 30-second countdown to the advertisements. I steered us successfully to the break, quickly pulled my phone from beneath my bum to find my sister’s three successive text messages. They were like fists to my throat.


    Three days before, I was in a different province, basking in the heat of Limpopo, eating tchotlo and drinking gemmer. Rori and I loved road trips, so when a long weekend with an invitation to attend a tombstone unveiling ceremony in Limpopo came up, we immediately said yes. I tried to escape the heat and found a sliver of shade under the white tent where the formal speeches were taking place. We were giggling at the uncle who’d captivated the audience in his inebriated state, insisting on recounting memories of the deceased in a version of English that few of us could understand.


    My phone rang. It was my Baba. He could wait. I would call after the speeches were done. The phone rang again. Baba wouldn’t call twice unless something was wrong, so I stepped out of the shade of the tent and away from the crowd.


    ‘Umawakho uwile.’ 


    Baba spoke in uncharacteristically short and staccato sentences. My mother had collapsed, he told me, and he didn’t know what to do. Could I come home? I made my way back to the tent, dazed, sat down next to Rori and stared ahead. The uncle was still speaking, sniggers continuing to ripple through the crowd. Rori turned to me so we could share a laugh but he saw that my face had turned to stone. He took my hand, got me to stand and led me away from the tent.


    I can recall the 20-second conversation with my father, but the rest is a blur. I remember getting into the car but I don’t remember the nine-hour drive from Mahwelereng in Limpopo to Lincoln Meade in Pietermaritzburg. I am sure that I must have made calls on the way to establish which hospital my mother was in.


    I flew through the entrance at Northdale Hospital, navigating the maze that made up the labyrinth of the public health facility. With little signage, I stopped a nurse in the passageway to get the directions I needed. I rushed onwards.


    It was visible that she’d had a stroke: the left side of my mother’s face was sagging, her speech was slurred, her eyes were darting wildly in what appeared to be confusion and fear. More worryingly, my father told me that Ma had not yet received any medical care since having arrived almost ten hours earlier.


    Why was she in a public hospital? We’d had the medical aid conversation only a few months earlier. My mom had called wanting to understand the difference between medical aid and a hospital plan and very proudly announced that she could now, as a teacher, afford to put herself and my father on a comprehensive plan. We never spoke of it again and I hadn’t followed up. But I couldn’t focus on that now. I made frantic calls to friends who were doctors. Everyone was gentle with me and relentless in getting my mother the help she needed. We managed to get a doctor to attend to her while we awaited an ambulance that would transfer her to a private hospital.


    The siren of the ambulance and the wheels of the stretcher bed making its way toward us was all that I needed. I started to breathe again. I’d saved the day. True to the dichotomy of the South African health system, the private hospital had a team of doctors waiting to receive and attend to her.


    When we were finally able to see Ma, the news was better than expected. The neurosurgeon confirmed the stroke but said my mother was showing all the signs of being able to recover without surgical intervention. Ma was strong and was clearly fighting to stay with us.


    By the next day my mother’s eyes were still and while her speech was still slurred, she pointed to her water when she wanted to drink and was showing signs of coming back to us. Even in this moment of frailty and physical weakness, I could see and feel my mother’s fight. We didn’t need words to communicate. Her work was not yet done. I knew it and she knew it. In the silence of the ward, punctuated only by the incessant beeps of the machines and murmured prayers of families around their own loved ones, our silent conversation was loud.


    Rori and I were at the hospital at every possible visiting hour. My mother would need physiotherapy to fully regain the use of her body, and we were encouraged by the report that indicated that she wanted to write. Although the writing was illegible, it was a sign that she had not completely lost her language capabilities. If she could write, she could still speak, we were told. We had teased her incessantly over the years for her short temper and quickness to shout. With her capability for speech looking strong, we joked that we would not be spared her sharp tongue once she recovered!


    Meanwhile, an hour’s drive from the hospital, the Essence Festival – the largest African American culture and music event – was making its comeback to Durban, South Africa. The CNBC Africa team that was despatched to capture and broadcast the massive cultural event had been assembled and I’d been chosen to be one of the anchors to moderate the live panel discussion between Durban’s political leadership and some of the international guests. I must have called my boss during the nine-hour drive from Mahwelereng to Lincoln Meade, cutting through provinces, to tell her what was happening and that I’d need to take some time to be with my family. But I soon realised that I needed to convince her that I wanted my place back on the team. I’d spent almost every waking moment during the past 72-hours either at the hospital or at home waiting to go back to the hospital.


    ‘Bronwyn, I need this. I’m less than an hour away from the hospital. I need a distraction to keep me sane.’


    The plan was simple. I was going to take a few hours to myself. I’d moderate on one of the biggest stages of my career, then I’d go back to my mother’s bedside and figure out how to help her regain control over her life, and for me to recover my sense of self. The broadcast was in the morning, so I decided to book a hotel in Durban for the night so that I’d be close to the team at the 5 am call time. Rori would spend the night with me and then fly to Johannesburg as I joined the team for the day’s production. Life wasn’t great, but at least I was back in control.


    We settled into the hotel for the night and for the first time talked about the bullet my family had just dodged. With slightly clearer heads and calmer hearts we lamented the poor service in the public hospital and shared our gratitude for the friends who had come through and helped us move Ma into a private facility where we felt death could be managed, and even averted. I checked in with my father. Things were as good as they could be. He’d just come back from the hospital and Ma was resting. I could now settle in for the night and wrap my head around the work I was to do in the morning.


    My phone rang from my mother’s number. It couldn’t be! I felt a shaking sensation rising up in my body. I could barely hold the phone steady enough to answer. Questions chased each other around in my head. Could it be her calling? Was it someone else using her phone? Why would the nurses and doctors use a patient’s phone? Was that even ethical?


    ‘Answer it, love,’ Rori encouraged.


    Ma’s voice slurred and stammered over the line. It was incoherent but it was her. She was speaking!


    ‘M..u.sa ukuth..uka. Ngi..ngi..cela u..u..ngith..engele i-airtime. Ubu..ya ni..ni?’


    It took her almost five minutes to deliver her reassurance, to ask me to buy her airtime, and to ask when I was coming back. The tears came then, flowing hot with relief, cleansing my body of exhaustion and my mind from the crippling fear of losing her. Everything was fine. Ma was back. I hadn’t realised that in trying to survive the moment, I had coiled into myself. I was brittle with a fear that was masked as resilience and the belief that all must be well.


    The next morning, I woke up feeling lighter and I as I took my seat on the stage I felt grounded and secure for the first time in days. The coil had begun to unfurl. More than anything, I couldn’t wait to drive back to Pietermaritzburg to converse with my mother face-to-face. I could already imagine how we’d probably be teasing her for years to come about how much she’d scared us. My mother was a fighter; this was just another battle, one she’d just conquered.


    The energy of two thousand people pulsating in the Durban International Convention Centre came at me like a wave hitting the stage. I loved the feeling! And it felt good to have something I could once again control. I was meticulous in my questioning, with each provocation flowing from one issue to the next as I weaved and threaded the conversation for my panellists. I was listening with my whole body, leaning into the silences and surfacing the insights. Moderating was what I imagined conducting an orchestra might feel like, bringing the right instrument into the symphony at the right time and blending all of these contributions into a magical rendition.


    ‘Thirty seconds to ad break, Nozi.’


    That was the moment I took a quick glance at my phone.


    ‘Ma is dead.’


    * * *


    I was lost in an abyss of grief for a long time after my mother passed away.


    As I watched my mother’s body being lowered into the ground, I knew that everything I had thought to be true of the world was vanishing with the dust that was rising and falling on her casket. For the first time in my life, I was truly, utterly, lost.


    With the help of prayer, therapy and some courageous conversations with myself and others, when I started to come out of the dark place that I’d sunk into, I could ask myself whether this was my personal head-on collision. Now that I had come face-to-face with my need for control, would I be able, in this shattering encounter, to release myself from living within the constricting lines of control? Was I ready to open the door to all the fears I had neatly managed and packed away? This was not a personal confrontation I was ready for; rather, it was one that had been patiently waiting for me.


    I began a new conversation with myself about what control was and what it represented in my life. Part of this reflection forced me to acknowledge how control had served me well in many aspects of my life. Without the discipline I had exerted over almost everything in my life up till that point, I might not have made it to tell this story. Indeed, I think that being in control has saved my life. I watched my parents control everything that they could, to push me out of the pit of poverty our family was in. I learned that if I minimised risk and kept the playing field tight and well managed I’d make it out okay. The world was not my oyster. The world was a series of miniscule gaps of opportunity that could not, must not, be squandered. Creativity and curiosity were the preserve of those who had safety nets and wells of second chances.


    It has been a seven-year journey of meeting myself anew since then. Kicking and screaming, I came to realise that the thing that served me most – control – was the thing that also threatened to hold me back, keeping me from a fulfilled life. I’m only now understanding that what got me here might be the very thing that holds me here, keeping me from reaching ‘there’. To borrow from the words of the Reverend Victoria Safford in her poem, The Gates of Hope, my ‘history has been meeting my hope at the gates of possibility for some time now’. When my past and my future collided, I had a choice: to double down and try to reclaim control over everything in my life, or to get comfortable with relinquishing control and unlocking the power of letting go.

  


  
    TWO

 
    Before the Fires


    Before the fires and the killings, I used to watch my father with a Rothmans cigarette in his mouth, the soft royal blue and white box in his shirt or trouser pocket, the corner open. There was the dance of smoke swirling that I’d try to reach from my position, perched on his knee. I ate chicken feet dipped in gravy and uphuthu with my hands from a yellow enamel bowl on the floor. I rode a red tricycle that whooshed down a dirt pathway lined with yellow flowers that stopped at a wire gate at the bottom of the garden. There was a pit latrine that I wasn’t allowed to go inside of, because of the fear that I might fall in bum-first. Instead, I had to learn how to squat in the grass beside it, and to my irritation I’d stand up with a wet bottom on dewy mornings. Then the fires and the killings came into the yellow garden and torched down our home.


    I was born into the clutches of political warfare. In the late 1980s leading to the early 90s, the province of Natal, now KwaZulu-Natal (KZN), was engulfed in violent conflict as the African National Congress, the Inkatha Freedom Party, and the United Democratic Front fought for power and control of the KwaZulu homeland. As South Africa was working through the pains of transitioning from apartheid to a democratic state, KZN was being ravaged by violence akin to a civil war.


    Another of my earliest childhood memories is clinging to my father’s back, my mother beside him, as we fled the flames of our home that had just been petrol-bombed. I have snatches of disconnected memories of that time but my parents have filled in the gaps to help me understand myself in the context of the province in which I was born and the country I call home. After all, we are the sum total of all the places we’ve been. Just like a river that leaves its source, can travel through rugged landscapes, flow through valleys and canyons cutting through layers of rock and soil and rushing on towards waterfalls and rapids, we too are made up of all the places we’ve been and of all the people we’ve had to become on our way to where we finally find ourselves. The river might meander through lush forests, becoming a drinking place for wildlife and sustenance for banks lined with trees, it can trickle slowly towards farmlands, joining irrigation systems that produce crops and sustain flocks. That very same river may make its way into the belly of a city, serving as a source of recreation and transportation. We have moments that may feel as if we are meandering along and trickling very slowly towards our dreams.


    All the experiences that we collect along our journey make us who we are and eventually line up to fulfil the purpose for which we were born. The source of my river is in the heart of the mid-80s political conflict in KZN. My river moved in ebbs and flows, forcing my parents to flee to save our lives – my life, in particular. They made what I know must have been an achingly difficult decision to temporarily give me away so as to secure my safety while the country was securing its democracy.


    * * *


    From Edendale Hospital in Pietermaritzburg where I was born – now renamed Harry Gwala Regional Hospital (a leading teaching hospital) after the apartheid struggle icon – my story flows.


    Like every black person I knew, I grew up calling Edendale Eyideni and I knew that this was where people went to die. My grandmother had passed away there, so had two of my cousins, as well as countless aunts and uncles. One of my mother’s love languages was showing up to Eyideni with a bunch of bananas and amahewu for whomever was ill. When I saw this combination in her handbag, I knew that someone had been admitted to Eyideni and was about to die.


    I made it out alive, leaving Eyideni wrapped in my mother’s arms, a few days after 15 March 1984. I was named Nozipho Bridget Mbanjwa. Apparently, I was not the cutest of babies. My mother loved to tell the story of how I looked like a boy with a big head and skinny limbs and that she was forced to pierce my ears early so that I would be identified as a girl.


    Nozipho means woman of multiple talents, or a woman of gifts, in the Nguni languages. I’m told my mother broke tradition to name me instead of giving her mother or her mother-in-law that privilege. My father says I was also given the name Bridget because he loved Aretha Franklin’s rendition of Bridge over Troubled Waters and that he’d hoped that I would become this to my family. I think the fact that the apartheid state expected every child to have a registered Christian English name as they entered the schooling system was probably an even bigger reason for me to have received the English name.


    From Eyideni the river ran to eMaqongqo. English-speaking people in KZN referred to this place as Table Mountain, so you can imagine my confusion when I learnt that this was the name of a very prominent landmark in an entirely different province, a good 18 hours’ drive away. Still, eMaqongqo was our Table Mountain. But I have not retained many childhood memories of the place, something which my therapist attributes to the magnitude of the violence that I survived there.


    My river meandered from the security we thought we had in eMaqongqo into the thickness of a forest, forced to hide from the violence. My father managed to bundle us into our white VW Passat to drive us away from the flames and the main roads as deep into the forest as the car could go. For some weeks, my mother and I stayed hidden in the car while my father went to look for food. When he returned, we’d share whatever he’d found or managed to buy. If it required cooking, my mother brought out the paraffin primus stove from the boot, wedged it between the front and back doors of the car to protect the flame from the wind, and prepared whatever meal she could. After a few weeks, with the frontier of the fighting coming ever closer, my parents made the decision to save my life by finding me a place of refuge while they fled as refugees. We were not struggle heroes, we were people caught in the crossfire between the ANC, IFP and the UDF.


    Sources differ on the exact number of people who died during that period, though a consistent trend of approximately 100 deaths per month from 1989 until 1993 has emerged. In addition, almost half a million families were displaced.


    While my parents remained on the run, I was hiding in plain sight. I was light-skinned enough to pass off as coloured, and with colourism in my corner and braids in my hair to hide its true texture, my parents took me to a daycare centre in a nearby coloured community that was harbouring children of parents fleeing the violence. I don’t know what was promised, or how, if any, payment was made. What I do know is that when I arrived at the daycare centre my name became Bridget Anderson, and I was told that if anyone asked about my parents I was to point to Mr and Mrs Anderson. I can’t imagine the risk that the Anderson family must have taken in passing me off as one of their own children.


    Like a picture taken in portrait mode, the memories of my arrival and stay with the Andersons, who ran the daycare centre, are hazy, but a few things stand out brightly: there was a big gate that faced the main road. All the children whose parents picked them up at the end of the day would line up just inside the gate with school bags on shoulders, waiting for cars and oMalume in mini-bus taxis to take them home. I was part of the group that never went home. Inside the big gate in one corner was our jungle gym where limbs and imaginations stretched in the joy of play. In my young mind, the Andersons’ home was huge. We had a classroom where we sang songs and recited numbers, and an open area where we had meals. Years later I would drive past this building and realise that it was just two four-bedroomed structures that had been converted into a daycare centre.


    Often, when it was dark outside, my parents would arrive and speak to me in the language that I knew. On those nights, we’d gather together the small white mats with cartoon characters that the children used during the day for our naps and piece them together to form one large sleeping puzzle mat. I’d tell my parents about all the funny English words that I’d heard that day. Those were the best nights! By morning they’d be gone, and I’d wait patiently for the next time. I don’t know how the Andersons and my parents managed to keep my mouth shut about these visits, but I realised later that significant risk was being managed on our behalf. I don’t know exactly how long I stayed at the Andersons, but I recall that the day my parents fetched me, I was told that I was going to start ‘big school’ soon and that I would now live with my parents.


    As a mother today, I can’t imagine what it must have been like for my parents to give me up to be raised elsewhere: I keep catching myself in moments as I try to control all the conditions of the environment in which my son is raised, from the food that he eats to the words that are spoken to, and about, him. I can appreciate that in my parents’ context the alternative was death. They would only relinquish control under threat of death – for everything else, we would have to manage.


    This moment would become a blueprint for me. Control was everything; you only gave it up when all other options had been exhausted.


    My parents and I moved into a caravan, parked in the front yard of a family in a nearby township called Glenwood. I later learnt that there was a rental arrangement with the owners of the caravan – a small capsule-like container with just enough space for a single bed for the three of us, our clothes neatly packed in a suitcase underneath the bed. There was a single rectangular cabinet in which to keep our food, on top of which was a two-plate stove for all the meals my mother prepared. There were strict instructions to never go and bother the people in the big house, and to only ever stay in the caravan unless otherwise instructed. My mother worked in the main house doing the family’s laundry, ironing and other chores, as she did for a few families in the street on alternate days.


    My river had trickled to this new place in which I would be reminded that my first name was Nozipho. This was what I answered to in the caravan while Bridget was reserved for school. In 1990, the South African education system still required that black learners have English Christian names, and so my second name was used instead of my first. My parents felt it important to remind me, and to constantly reinforce, that I was not actually an Anderson. Now that I had left the place of safety, I was a Mbanjwa again, and this was the surname I had to remember going forward. More importantly, I needed to be mindful to speak isiZulu at home and English at school. Of course, from time to time, in the presence of aunts, uncles and cousins, I needed to show everyone that I could speak English, and with an accent to boot!


    I settled into this new duplicity just like a child learns multiple languages: with ease. Nozipho at home, Bridget at school. But the complications were not done with. My father had found employment in a nearby shoe factory, hand-stitching moccasins. This job would be a force multiplier in our family and my river would push forward towards new opportunities.


    My father was hired by a Mr Roberts, whom I would come to know as a kind and generous man. His generosity would change the trajectory of my life. Mr Roberts owned a factory called Sirilli Shoes and he took an interest in our whole family. The factory was next to Johnnie’s, a tavern that never seemed to be without patrons, irrespective of the time of day. Sirilli Shoes and Johnnies were at the entrance to Eastwood, a neighbouring coloured township. It’s not lost on me that the physical location of the tavern, as the first thing you encountered in this township, was more than a landmark but a metaphor for the ever-present role of alcohol in township life. My mother supplemented my father’s salary from Sirilli Shoes by setting up a table outside the factory and selling food and fruit to the workers during their breaks. With my father’s better salary and my mother’s vending table, we moved out of the caravan and into a peach-painted council house with white trim that stood on Eastwood’s Kingklip Road.


    I don’t know how we got allocated a council house in a community designated as ‘for coloured people’. The Group Areas Act of 1950 had come into full force by 1960, and the townships of Eastwood, Woodlands and Glenwood had been earmarked for coloured people only. Many families had been forcefully removed from areas like Pentrich and Upper and Central Church Street as these became zoned for white people. Like all forced removals, it was a painful time for coloured families who had to leave homes, livelihoods and decades of memories behind. More horrifically, many families were separated when some members – more white-looking than coloured – reclassified as white, moving to different neighbourhoods to live entirely distinct lives from their families. While being relocated to these poorer parts of Pietermaritzburg was undoubtedly traumatic, a strong sense of community built up over time, and coloured people felt that they had a place of their own in a racially segregated South Africa. It was better to be coloured than black, but best – if at all possible – to be white.


    This sense of community, however, also translated into a resistance to any black families trying to establish homes in coloured communities. But there we were, in a narrow structure that had three tiny bedrooms upstairs, one bathroom and a lounge and a kitchen downstairs. When I think about that house today, I realise that the floor size of the entire house was just the size of my kitchen today. The vertical structure was a genius move by the council, as more units could be built without taking up more square metrage, and they could simply be separated by painting them different colours. Our house was in the first row of council houses, and a stone’s throw away from Eastwood Secondary School. We were furthest away from ‘Beverley Hills’, which was where the most affluent people lived, in homes that they’d built themselves and now owned.


    I made friends easily. My stay with the Andersons had prepared me, even though I’d been so young, to move fluidly between identities and spaces. The coloured accent was second nature to me and on the hopscotch streets my friend nicknamed me Bree, short for Bridget. I learnt that every elderly woman was aunty and every man was uncle. We bought and sucked on condensed milk at one house, bright red toffee apples at another and never missed flavoured ice blocks at ten cents apiece.


    We were also close to Thembalihle, a squatter camp that seemed to have arisen overnight and was growing rapidly as black families continuously poured in, still fleeing the hotspots of violence in different parts of the city. To our extended family, who could only dream of such opulence, we’d made it. We lived in a double-storeyed house in a coloured community, and that was way more than they had.


    While my parents moved with hesitant steps in this new community that resisted the entry of black people, I moved with more confidence at school. Raisethorpe Primary School – now known as Forest Hill Primary – was racially integrated for black and coloured learners. The school had a bus that would pick us up and drop us off at the various stops in Eastwood, Woodlands or Glenwood. I was among the gaggle of maroon tunics, white shirts and grey shorts on the bus to and from school. In the afternoons, I would get off at Sirilli’s and go to the factory to wait for my father to knock off before walking home together. I loved school! My competitive spirit was nurtured, and every term came with the much-anticipated report card that would earn me praise at home and give my parents bragging rights until the next term started. I only ever wanted to come first, but on several occasions had to settle for second or third.


    I learnt early that doing well at school made my parents proud and set me, and them, apart from the ‘the rest’. The harder I worked on my reading, writing and counting, the more adults looked to me as a special child. At some point I also cracked the code that the correct answer to ‘what do you want to be when you grow up’ was: ‘a doctor’. My parents would beam with pride and it would confirm for all those within earshot that I was smart and destined for a big and very important job.


    Mrs Abrahams was my first teacher. She was slim and wore the most beautiful colourful dresses. She wore her curly ginger hair in a short pixie cut and I thought she was perfect. She was, however, liberal with her stick and would let us have it for making a noise or being late. This is where I first learnt crippling compliance: to avoid a beating, I needed to be as close to perfect as possible.


    My next teacher taught me confidence. She praised my reading ability, which fuelled my love for reading. She encouraged me to sign up for a library card at the Eastwood Library. It was a gift that my mother and I bonded over. On Saturday mornings we would walk to the library and I’d pick up two or more copies of Sweet Valley High, which narrated the escapades of identical twins, Jessica and Elizabeth Wakefield. My mother would get her dose of Mills & Boon novels with the sultry covers. I don’t think she realised how advanced I’d become in my reading and that my offer to return her books was only because I’d get to scan a few pages on the way. I lost myself in the descriptive language of lovemaking and all the sexual and sensual things, best described in a Mills & Boon.


    After school, while waiting for my father at Sirilli’s, Mr Roberts would invite me into his office to do my homework. He’d check it too and help if he saw that I was struggling. We grew very close. With a balding head and wrinkly skin, he felt like a grandfather and doted on me like one. I was a scrawny 7-year-old sitting in the boss’s office practising my sums, spelling and handwriting while my father’s calloused hands worked heavy machinery on the factory floor. From time to time Mr Roberts’ children would come by the factory to visit their father. They were much older than I was, and they treated me like their parent’s laat lammetjie. They spoilt me with books, dolls and sweets at every visit. The trips to the factory became home visits, and then sleepovers at their house. I was finding my place in the new South Africa: a black child in a coloured community who would have the doors to democracy fully swung open by a white family.


    In 1994, the year I turned 10 years old, Mr Roberts completed an application on my behalf and put up the funds for me to go to a school previously reserved for white children only. Scottsville Primary had opened its doors to black learners three years earlier. I arrived to start my Grade 4 year in Mrs Chapman’s class. There were just two learners who were not white in the class, myself and an Indian boy, Viresh, who became my biggest competition academically. Mrs Chapman encouraged all of us and was attentive and present for all her learners. At one point she left to have a baby and was back in the classroom by the following week! In Mrs Chapman’s class, and on the playground, I needed to learn to be white – and to do so fast. I was already different with the thin shoulder-length braids that my mother had painstakingly plaited herself over the course of a full day the weekend before school had started. My thick coloured accent drew giggles from the other learners in class, and I knew that it had to change. I needed to learn to pronounce my words with a softer, more rounded delivery, less coloured, more white. My lunchbox changed from my mother’s delicious phuthu and cabbage leftovers to cheese sandwiches with a side of heavily diluted Oros. I convinced my mother that the Waltons stationery list we received at school was a non-negotiable, and that the neon-coloured space-case was as important as the uniform itself – which it was!


    I became a master of moving between different cultural contexts and knowing how far to go in search of belonging without losing sight of my own feet. I spoke English with a white accent at school, English with a coloured accent with my friends in the streets of Eastwood, and isiZulu in my own voice at home. This was my world, characterised by a fluidity of identity shifts as the moment demanded. I assimilated when I needed to, performed the cultures of others when required and upheld my own language and sense of self when I could. I was the resident translator in the family. Anyone who needed to complete application forms or a motivation letter for a job application, or to write a letter of complaint would turn to me. For my family, I was learning what it really meant to become a bridge over troubled waters and for myself I was learning what control looked like in the adult world.


    My river flowed under more bridges and into Pietermaritzburg Girls’ High School, or GHS, as we called it. It was an easy decision for me, but I believe it must have been a very difficult one for my parents because in my final year at Scottsville, Mr Roberts passed away. The person who had not only shown me kindness and warmth but who had also funded my primary schooling, was no longer there to do so. All my friends were going to GHS, so my feelings were on the line. I also think that my parents didn’t want the shame of my ‘going back’ to a coloured school and the perception of regression. More importantly, I would later realise that, in allowing me to go to GHS, my sisters would have to go to Eastwood Secondary School just up the road from our house. The decision to give me the best possible chance came with a corollary: my sisters could only get what was left, what was affordable, planting resentment between me and my siblings as they struggled with the question of ‘why her, and why not me?’


    As for Mr Roberts, I had not known that he was waging a battle for his life against stomach cancer. When he passed away, his family shared two gifts that he’d left for me. The first was a picture of the two of us at his home which must have been taken at one of my many sleepovers. I was wearing one of his big T-shirts and I was kneeling on the couch behind him as he sat on the floor in front of me. In my hand was a wide-toothed comb that I was running through his wisps of hair. Neither of us was looking at the camera. I was fully focused on the moment, and he seemed to know that it was almost gone. The second gift was a frame with my name written in his neat handwriting at the back. It was a copy of Mary Stevenson’s poem, Footprints in the Sand.


    My mother framed the picture and hung it alongside the poem, also framed, in our lounge. Of course, these were designed to be a conversation starter for everyone who walked into the house.


    ‘Ubani lo mlungu?’ 


    ‘Is that Nozi?’


    For me, too, even at my young age, they elicited quiet reflection.


    With the passing of Mr Roberts came the closure of Sirilli Shoes. My father was without a job, and our only income was from my mother’s vending table, which was now set up outside the school gates of Eastwood Secondary School. As the learners arrived in the morning and left in the afternoon, they’d hopefully be enticed by my mother’s display of fresh fruit, chips and cigarettes, the last of these hidden from the view of the teachers.


    It was not enough. We needed more money to keep me at GHS and the entire family afloat. To add to this, the family had expanded over time as different cousins came to stay with us. We might have struggled, but in comparison to where my cousins were coming from, we were an often sought-out safe haven. Over the course of my childhood, my parents were always raising between three and eight children in our three-bedroomed house.


    I don’t know how, but my parents soon bought an Albany trailer-container. Yes, one of those containers pulled by a truck and from which bread is delivered to homes and spaza shops in townships across the country. One day a tow truck simply pulled into our backyard and dumped the container between the gate and the road. The next day we opened a telephone centre. This was in the days before internet cafés in the townships and the Albany container became a place for the community to make phone calls. The small vending table my mother had manned was replaced with shelving at the back of the container, and we now had a spaza-slash-telephone centre. Business was booming. Very few people had their own cell phones and the foot traffic from our customers in Eastwood and the neighbouring squatter camp, eThembalihle, made for good business. We all pitched in. While my mother ran the enterprise, my father took care of buying and keeping track of the stock of fresh produce and other perishables. Before school, we helped with frying amagwinya, and after school we had to separate the long bags of wholesale chips into micro packages of 50 cents each. Because I took taxis to school, I was often tasked with buying the wholesale bags of chips on my way home. It was always a grounding experience, a firm reminder that no matter how fancy the school I had just come from was, my family was not fancy. We were ordinary people, using whatever was at our disposal and making it work. In my school uniform and backpack, I would tuck each wholesale bag like a soft log under each armpit, cheese flavour on one side, chilli on the other, backpack on my back, and make for the taxi.


    I arrived at GHS in 1998 in an oversized green dress that I was assured I’d grow into, and brown Toughees lace-ups. GHS was my river coming into a valley of abundance. I joined a large group of just over one hundred girls whom I’d journey with for the next five years.


    South African classrooms were beginning to reflect the mosaic of the country. We were a diverse group: those ‘who had’ were paired with those ‘who didn’t have’; there were surnames that carried political weight and surnames which put some on the wrong side of history. Many girls stayed within the boarding school system and had three solid meals and a warm bed, while others awoke at dawn in overcrowded beds or on the floor, and needed multiple taxis to get to the classroom. But once we stepped into the grounds of GHS, the green uniform was our equaliser.


    At GHS, I found a school trying to transform in response to the larger democratic project in the country. GHS had been started from the home of Peter and Mary Davis in 1920. I imagine that the conversation between the couple could not have been an easy one. They lived in Morningside, a Victorian-style mansion, that they sold to the Natal Education Department for the establishment of Pietermaritzburg Girls High School. Educating girls in that era could not have been an easy decision or investment to make. Women in South Africa didn’t even have the right to vote in 1920 and when that right finally came to South Africa in 1930, only white women were considered eligible. Before 1920, boys’ education was considered an important investment into society and Pietermaritzburg High School, later renamed Maritzburg College, was a boys-only school opened as early as 1863, while girls’ education was largely limited to primary education, with only a few schools like Model Primary School (later to become Russel High School in 1941) and Longmarket School for Girls being established.


    When Ms Norma Burns, the first principal at GHS, was invited to take up the post by the Natal Education Department, she first had to present a case to prove that there was sufficient societal interest, demand and viability for an all-girls high school in Pietermaritzburg.


    The school’s motto was ‘cheerfulness with industry’, and an ethos of industriousness certainly seeped through the red-brick corridors and into everything the school offered. I was encouraged to do whatever I had an interest in: I played soccer, I was part of the debating team, I joined the Representative Council of Learners (RCL), I played basketball and netball. Anything and everything. There was one rider, though: the buck stopped at anything that required expensive gear. When I came home with an interest in trying out for the rowing team, my father had to draw the line.


    ‘Nozi ufuna is’kebe?’


    It was not just the school’s offering that made GHS such an important part of my life; it was also the girls and the teachers. I learnt from the girls who came from political families. At school, they transmitted stories from their dinner tables and in these conversations I would later find my own small acts of activism. With the exception of a few very close friends, everyone called me Bridget. It was not my first name, but the name I’d carried with me from my first encounter with school. In Grade 11, when I needed to complete my application for university, I claimed my birth name back in those two small blocks on the form …


    Name: Nozipho


    Surname: Mbanjwa


    It was more than just a name; it was reclaiming what had been taken from me before I even knew I had it. I’m not sure this could have happened without the environment at GHS.


    I also listened to the stories of white girls who’d come across from the Zimbabwean border. They were farmgirls whose families had lost farms as part of the land reform programme in Zimbabwe that had started in 1980 with the signing of the Lancaster Agreement. I sat with girls whose parents were trade union leaders, and those who came from homes carried on the salaries of teachers and nurses.


    In the classroom we were encouraged to lead with our experiences and assured that every experience was valid. We debated even as we were learning how to be politically correct. We didn’t always get it right. Like any environment with young girls finding themselves and their place in the world, it got ugly at times. There were occasional racial flare-ups, bullying and threats of ‘after school is after school’ when the moment called for it. At other times our teachers were visibly out of their depth. When isiZulu was introduced in the curriculum, our white biology teacher was assigned to teach the language to a class of black girls. That experiment didn’t last. But slowly the teaching body evolved. We started to see black adults who were more than just cleaners and groundskeepers. Our isiZulu teachers stood out in a sea of white around them. I can’t imagine what it must have taken to balance the need for a teaching body that was diverse with a true reflection of the learners in the classroom against the fact that parents chose GHS because it had white teachers.


    ‘Ha! Ufunda nabelungu!’ 


    I had wonderful teachers throughout the five years, but none had more impact on me than Valerie Fowler. She was my English teacher and my netball and basketball coach. I think her role both in and outside of the classroom allowed her to see me, and other learners, more fully.


    It’s hard to capture Val’s impact, but a distinct conversation stands out. She knew I was competitive. I liked to win – I still do, because winning means control. I tried out for many teams under her coaching. The year I turned 16, when netball season came about, I was bouncing on my toes, ready for the try-outs and for the under 16 A-team. I’d been in the A-team for the past two years and expected my place in this team too. The try-outs were tough. We were all coming into our bodies, girls were taller and faster. The sports field was an equaliser in many ways. Here, it didn’t matter if you were an A-student in this or that. It didn’t matter what type of home you came from or who your parents were. The only thing that mattered was whether your body and mind understood how to play the game, and if you could outpace and outmanoeuvre your opponent. There were only seven spots in the team and at least 30 girls looking to claim them.


    I needed a strategy – another mechanism I would learn and adopt to help me stay in control. My height had already ruled me out of competing for the positions of goal shooter, goal attack, goalkeeper or goal defence. I wasn’t tall but I was fast and aggressive. However, I couldn’t sprint continuously for an hour across the attacking and defending thirds that make up most of the court. I lacked the stamina for centre – the endurance of the centre must carry the player in both attacking and defensive plays, a never-tiring Duracell battery. I wasn’t it. But I could still compete for wing attack and wing defence.



OEBPS/image/9781776194599_FC.jpg
NOZIPHO

U‘nlocking the Power
of Letting Go





OEBPS/image/title.jpg
NOZIPHO TSHABALALA

f&fter

Fﬁres

Unlocking the Power
of Letting Go





