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    Introduction


    Often, in South Africa, it is the old and accomplished who share their stories. The youth are left to one side. This group of the old and accomplished often comments on the issues concerning the youth, but we hardly hear about these issues from the horse’s mouth. I have decided to share my story as a young and proud black man living in South Africa. I have decided to share my experiences, and how I see the world, from this perspective. My story is not unique. It is similar to that of a lot of other young people in this country.


    My fellow South Africans should read my story because I believe that, in it, we can all see ourselves. Its central message is to reject the ‘born-free’ label, which many people love to romanticise, forgetting its implications. Overall, I am telling my fellow South Africans, especially those who are young and black, that we are in a war! We are fighting for economic freedom. Politically, we are free, but economically, we are still far behind. I challenge my fellow young people to lift their thoughts, to question everything and to be courageous. After all, that is the essence of being young. To be young means to be idealistic. To be young means to be hyperactive. To be young means to think without limits and never stop questioning the status quo.


    In this book, I reflect on the past and critically ana­lyse the present to save the future. Reflecting at the age of twenty-three may be very uncommon indeed, and may seem premature, but history has shown that it is the youth who have the capacity to move societies forward. It is the youth who often see the fractures in an unjust society. I hope you enjoy my story.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Early life


    I was born and bred in one of the poorest corners of South Africa. I am the product of labourers who grew up during the reign of one of the worst racial tyrannies the world has ever seen. The time when race was used to determine who was more, and less, human. The time when being black was like a disease.


    Apartheid was the order of the day. Black people were already divided before apartheid was embraced by the government: when the National Party (NP) ascended to power after the country’s general elections in 1948, they capitalised on the divisions that already existed between the country’s different tribes.


    When my mother was pregnant with me, South Africa conceived her democracy. It was ushered in by the first multiracial elections, which the African National Congress (ANC) won by a huge margin. The former Robben Island prisoner Nelson Mandela was sworn in as the first black president. Then, South Africa started to get confused.


    My paternal grandfather was born during World War I in 1918, the same year that Nelson Mandela was born, far away from the corridors of power in Makrimani (ka-Buḓeli) village, west of the Rivhubye (Levubu) River in what is now Limpopo province. He would wake up every day dealing with the small matters of rural South Africa, always minding his own business, with his wife Tsatsa­wani Chauke and their five children – in order of birth, Mkha­cani, Mbha­zima, Mphephu, Mthavini and Jameson Chauke.


    They resettled in Bevhula village after they were removed from the west side of Rivhubye, part of what is now called Ṱhohoyanḓou, the main centre of the Venḓa region, close to Ṋanḓoni, a key water source area. They planted mango, avocado and banana trees at their own home, known as ka-Dumazi.


    In 1969, they were forcibly removed, like most Va­tso­nga, from areas that were to become the Republic of Venḓa. The Republic of Venḓa homeland was created as the Vhavenḓa Tribal Authority. Like Transkei, Ciskei and Bophuthatswana, this so-called ‘republic’ was another way in which the government perpetuated black division and white domination.


    The Vhavenḓa gained power and coded ‘Shumela Venḓa’ (Work for Venḓa) into their republic’s coat of arms. This code symbolised the empowerment of Vhavenḓa, mostly through employment opportunities. Anyone who was not Muvenḓa – like my grandparents, who were Va­tsonga – was not welcome and could not contribute to ‘Shumela Venḓa’. Many Vatsonga who had jobs in Louis Trichardt (now Makhado) were laid off to make way for Vhavenḓa.


    The Vhavenḓa code led to serious tribalism against Va­tso­nga, who felt rejected and excluded. The tension between the two tribes still exists to this day – Vatsonga are demanding their own independent municipality in modern South Africa. My grandparents were transported with all their belongings, excluding their livestock, by huge trucks known as GGs (short for ‘Government Garages’) in 1969 and resettled on the eastern side of the Levubu River in Malamulele district.


    Malamulele was the first district to be built in the former Tsonga homeland of Gazankulu, before the other six districts (Giyani, Nkowankowa, N’wa-Mitwa, Lule­kani, Mhala and Hlanganani) were formed, their chief minister being Prof. Hudson William Edison Ntsan’wisi.


    Not long after they arrived in Bevhula in 1970, my grandmother died in Tshilidzini Hospital, after suffering from respiratory problems. They put her on a step­ladder, used as a casket, wrapped her in a blanket, and then buried her in the yard, since there was no cemetery in the village. My father had no real memories of his biological mother, Tsatsawani Chauke. He was mostly raised by his stepmother, Mjaji Chauke, whom my grandfather married after Tsatsawani’s death.


    When my grandparents arrived in Bevhula in 1969, the area was populated with wild animals such as elephant, lion and springbok. They used to burn firewood to drive the animals away. The European settlers would kill the elephants, wrap them in plastic bags and give them to my grandparents, who were staying in camping tents. They also gave them oranges and apples in an attempt to atone for the evil of removing them from the land they had occupied before. The wild animals remained at large, however, and in many instances they killed people – the western fence of the Kruger National Park was still open, being closed only in 1980.


    The forced removal of Vatsonga, motivated by the racist laws of the time, disrupted the peaceful existence they had led in Makrimani. It reduced them to poverty and depend­ency on cheap wage labour in Johannesburg. My grandfather left his home a ya xambila Joni (and went to Johannesburg) to look for a job. He travelled by bicycle for over five hundred kilometres, taking rests in the bushes en route to Johannesburg. Upon arriving in Johannesburg, he stayed in the hostels of Jeppe and worked at a company called Sun Control.


    He would visit my illiterate step-grandmother and his children very infrequently.


    Unfortunately, he passed away when I was a year old. I am told that I look exactly like him. Everyone who knew him tells me I remind them of the old man. His name was Jackson. He named his son, my father, Jame­son. I am told that my father wanted to name me Mackson to keep the rhythm going, but my mother refused.


    My maternal grandfather, John ‘JB’ Baloyi, was born in 1920 in Sibasa, Venḓa. He later resettled in Potgieters­rus (now Mokopane). He went to Johannesburg in 1950 to work as a miner and stayed in a hostel in Dube, Soweto, the township bordering Johannesburg’s mining belt in the south.


    My grandfather and other migrant workers who stayed in the hostels were later given houses according to their ethnic groups. In 1956, my grandfather got a house in the same township, house number 4185 Masungwini Street, Chiawelo. Chiawelo is a TshiVenḓa word meaning ‘place of rest’. It was where Vhavenḓa and Vatsonga were placed, since they had been neighbours in Lim­popo. It was known in Xitsonga as Tshiawelo tsha Vha­venḓa na Ma­tshangani (resting place for Vhavenḓa and Vatsonga).


    In 1965, my grandfather met my grandmother, Lettie Ramadimetja Miyeza, who was staying in house number 5503 Nhliso Street, Orlando East – in the same township, Soweto. My grandmother was born there after her father, my great-grandfather, migrated from the ka-­Xihosana section in Mdavula village in Malamulele.


    My grandparents were blessed with their first child, Josephine, in 1969. And my mother, Khensani Baloyi, was born on 22 January 1972 in Baragwanath Hospital in Diepkloof, Soweto. In 1978, two years after the 1976 Soweto uprising, she started school at Hitekani Primary School, which was situated in front of their home in Chiawelo. It seems like the ’76 student uprising had an effect on my mother’s life growing up, because she didn’t get that far in school; she dropped out in Standard 2 (Grade 4). She was not keen to open up to me about what really happened.


    But, when my mother described her father, her face would quickly change. I could see that she was filled with anger. She highlighted that he was a very strict man. JB hated many types of people – those who were too slow or too fast, those who laughed too much and those who didn’t laugh at all – almost everyone. It was because of this characteristic that many didn’t enjoy his company.


    When my grandparents migrated to Johannesburg, the impression was that a man had to go to Johannesburg and look for a job – this was a systematic setup by the apartheid government, which also made things so hard at school that the only solution was to quit and settle for the status quo.


    Bantu education was, in effect, designed primarily to train black people for, and adapt them to, apartheid society. Hendrik Verwoerd, the policy’s mastermind, said in a speech in 1954 that ‘there is no place for [the Afri­can] in the European community above the level of certain forms of labour . . . it is of no avail for him to receive a training which has as its aim absorption in the European community . . .’. This meant that education played a crucial role in the apartheid system.


    My grandparents and my parents must have been brain­washed by Verwoerd’s statement, because all I heard while growing up was, ‘U kula nwananga, u ta tirhela valungu (Grow up, my son, so you can work for the white people).’ Growing up, I didn’t have a problem with these remarks – I was raised in an environment where white people were idolised and every good thing was attributed to valungu (white people). Today, Verwoerd’s policies and statements disturb me very deeply and I made a vow that his words shall never be true of me.


    What Verwoerd implied was that blacks like my grandfather could only work as labourers, general workers and servants. They could only stay in the homelands like Gazankulu, where they had restricted urban access, unless they were going to work in these kinds of jobs. Verwoerd concluded that ‘blacks must be taught from an early age that equality with Europeans is not for them’.


    Indeed, they were taught that way. They got inferior education, learning in Afrikaans, a language that was, in effect, an instrument of oppression. In 1974, when Afri­kaans and English were made compulsory as media of instruction, the students began to prepare themselves. The Black Consciousness Movement (BCM), led by Steve Biko, raised the political conscience of many students. On 16 June 1976, when the students took to the streets of Soweto and peacefully protested against the government’s order, my mother was just four years old.


    When my mother was eleven years old, my grandparents divorced. My grandmother moved away from her home in Chiawelo with her two children. She went to stay in the squatter camp in Mofolo, in the same township, Soweto. The land of the squatter camp was owned by Chief Tshabalala and was called after his clan name, Mshe­ngu. While staying in Mshenguville, my grandmother met my aunt, Mthavini Chauke, who was staying with her family together with my father, in shack number 2388 Mshenguville, in Mofolo next to Dube.


    My father had dropped out of Nkandziyi Primary School in Bevhula in 1981 when he was in Standard 5 (Grade 7). He had gone to look for a job in Johannesburg, where he stayed with his sister. He was a typical village boy who had grown up herding cattle and goats in the village of Bevhula. In 1981, the time when my father migrated to Johannesburg, nobody valued education.


    My grandmother stayed in shack number 2389 Mshe­nguville, and became my aunt’s neighbour. They were also colleagues in the sense that they were both street hawkers in Eyethu in Mofolo. My aunt sold herbs and my grandmother sold maize meal, tomatoes and onions to make ends meet.


    By 1983, my grandmother had moved on to her second marriage. She went to Limpopo and got a new stead in Shirley village with her new husband. She had six more children: Nancy, Conny, Pertunia, Basani, Godfrey and Kulani, my aunts and uncles. My mother was left with her elder sister, Josephine, in Mshenguville. My grandmother moved back and forth between what is now Gauteng and Limpopo. She was quite a traveller, just like her mom – my great-grandmother – who had died after a short illness after visiting her brother at house number 81 Makuruntsi Street in Sauls­ville. She was buried at the Ten Morgan cemetery in Atteridgeville, the township in which I would later be born.


    My mom and her sister continued with my grandmother’s street hawking business in Eyethu. Through being acquainted with my aunt, my mother fell in love with my father when she was sixteen, in 1988. My father was working as a gardener. By the standards of those days, he was doing very well. My mother felt lonely and rejected after being left by her mother, and saw an escape from poverty in my father. My father was a last-born and a spoilt brat: his father, Jackson, would often travel from Jeppe to visit his children in Mshenguville and give my father some money.


    My mother was an outspoken and impressive young girl. She smiled genuinely and laughed out loud, really hard. My father told me that she was a lover of people, but that, if you crossed a line, she was not afraid to put you back in your place really quickly. Men and women feared her for that.


    My father took the daring step of approaching her. I could still see the love in my father’s eyes when he explained how they started dating. ‘Mhana wena a a ri na nkani, mara loko ani vona, a a dzika (Your mother was very stubborn, but when she saw me, she would be calm).’ They dated for a year and got married traditionally. My father paid lobola and they stayed briefly together in Bevhula village, my father’s home.


    In the meantime, the people in Mshenguville had been moved to different places. My aunt’s family was moved to Orange Farm in the Vaal, where she still stays to this day. My aunt Josephine moved to Shirley village in Limpopo and built her own house, not far away from my grandmother’s house. My grandmother’s shack was moved to the old mining town of Durban Deep in Roodepoort, Johannesburg. She occupied the house until her death in 2016. With the prospect of new love and an ambition to stay in what is now Gauteng, my parents returned to where they had met, but they couldn’t go back to Soweto because of these removals. They went to my father’s brother, Abel Bila­nkulu, who owned a house in Pretoria.


    Abel’s mother and my father’s mother were blood sisters. Abel had left the homelands earlier to stay in Saulsville as a tenant while working as a truck driver for Transnet. When the owners of house number 106 Macka­ya Street had decided to sell it, Abel had seized the moment and bought the house. He stayed there with his wife, Maria Bilankulu, and their five children – Cynthia, Percy, Marcia, Precious and Direction. When my parents joined them, it was one big family. They stayed in the back room of the four-room brick house together with some tenants that my uncle had secured.


    By this time, my father was working as a driver for the Coca-Cola Company. Any family that had been in Saulsville for long enough to own the home they lived in were considered among the township ‘top dogs’. It didn’t matter that they had to rent out rooms to make ends meet, like my uncle did. Those who were born in Saulsville looked down upon those who had recently migrated there from Limpopo, like my family had. In those days, people who could be employed as teachers or policemen also considered themselves Saulsville ‘top dogs’.


    In 1991, my parents were blessed with a baby girl, my oldest sister. This was a special child, and they were very happy; they gave her a Xitsonga name – Tsakani, meaning ‘happiness.’ My second sister was born in 1993. She was also given a Xitsonga name – Akani, meaning ‘to build’.


    Shortly after Akani, I was born on Thursday 22 September 1994. I was also given a Xitsonga name – Wisani, meaning ‘to rest’. It made sense that they named me this, because I was my parents’ third and last born. So, after me, they rested indeed. My father was a dynamic man who loved politics. After being reprimanded about calling me Mackson, he gave me the second name of Clinton after the then President of United States of America, Bill Clinton. He believed that I, too, would be president someday. What an ambitious man!


    Both my parents were dark in complexion, and their complexion was combined in me. I was the darkest child in our family. Out in the world later on, in Pretoria and Johannesburg, I was among the children who felt cursed to be dark-complexioned – it afforded some kind of status to be light in complexion. I learnt to hate every bone that was in me. My two sisters were fairly light in complexion, lighter than our parents. That always bothered me; because I was dark, society regarded me as ugly automatically.


    Many black people were made to believe the white man’s brainwashing, subconsciously favouring their light children as a result. My fellow black people instinctively treated lighter children better than us dark ones. The belief that the light-skinned children were better because they were nearer to being white came directly from apartheid.


    My father was very lenient towards all his children. I don’t remember him laying a hand on any of us. My mother is the one who would give us the whippings of our lives – especially me, because I was very naughty. She was very forgiving of Tsakani, a peaceful child who would never hurt a fly. As for me and Akani, we fought savagely as if we were monkeys in the wild.


    I always disrespected Akani, and my mother always punished me for it. The main disrespect started very early. In Xitsonga culture, when you refer to someone who is your elder, you should always use a form of address that shows your respect, but I never called Akani sesi Akani (sister Akani). My mother would ask me, ‘I mani loyi? (Who is this?)’ I would reply, ‘I Akani (It’s Akani).’ Then she would take out a belt and whip me. Once I was crying very hard, she would pause and ask again: ‘I mani loyi?’ This time, I would say, ‘I sesi Akani (It’s sister Akani).’ She would whip me even harder then, saying, ‘Se ni ku bela ku waswitiva ku I sesi wa wena (Now I’m beating you because you know it’s your sister).’


    At this time, my father would intervene and say, ‘Hey, unga ni dlayeli nwana wena (Hey, don’t kill my child).’ Only then would my mother leave me alone. I loved my father for this. When I was with him, I did what I wanted and got away with it, while my mother never allowed any misbehaviour to go unpunished.


    Even though my parents were married traditionally, my mother never changed her surname – they did not have a white wedding or go to Home Affairs to change her surname. And this, indeed, is how we do it in my Xitsonga culture. So, my mother remained Khensani Baloyi. But, according to European or Western norms, this meant that my sisters and I were bastards. Growing up, my schoolmates constantly reminded me about this – that I was a little bastard!


    We were all born in Kalafong Hospital in Atteridge­ville, a township that was named after Myrtle Patricia Atteridge. Mrs Atteridge was the chairperson of the Pretoria City Council’s Committee for Non-European Affairs in the 1930s. She was determined to improve the horrible conditions of the black people living in Lady Selbourne and Marabastad, near the city centre. They lacked food, proper sanitation and good housing.


    Mrs Atteridge advocated better living conditions for these people until they were removed, in 1939, to Atte­ridgeville, which was established in that year to accommodate them. The township was extended to Saulsville, where my family stayed. Saulsville was planned as a residential area for whites, but was then bought by the city council, chaired by Mrs Atteridge, as an extension of Atteridgeville.


    Families from Lady Selbourne were moved to Saulsville and families from Marabastad were moved to Atteridgeville – a name that the black people themselves suggested. It was originally intended to be called Motse­­mogolo (‘big family’) because it was a multicultural community, but they saw it fit to call it Atteridgeville, honouring Mrs Atteridge, who, in their eyes, was their Moses as she had taken them from captivity and brought them to a little Canaan.


    The two townships, collectively, are also known as Phe­lindaba. This name was derived from two Xhosa words – phelile (meaning ‘finished’) and indaba (meaning ‘discussion’). Phelindaba is translated, then, as ‘end of discussion’ – the end of the discussion about the people leaving their terrible living conditions and resettling in the township.


    The township was connected by train to Pretoria’s CBD. It was surrounded by Laudium to the north, the Proclamation Hills that proclaimed from the west, Lotus Gardens that blossomed in the south, and Saulsville, which extended Atteridgeville, to the east. The N4 route from Rustenburg marched in parallel with Church Street all the way to the CBD, which was ten kilometres away.


    In Phelindaba, there were many sections, formed according to the tribes of the people who lived in them. We had Black Rock, which was mostly Bapedi, in the west. Ten Morgan was mostly Basotho in the north. Ma­tebeleng was dominated by the Ndebele tribe in the centre. Selbourne Side, also known as Sabona, was dominated by Vatsonga and Vhavenḓa in the east. This is where we stayed. If you visited the township on a Saturday afternoon, you would think you were in a township somewhere in Malamulele. You would hear the music of Penny Penny from the middle-aged people, while the old people would still be hung up on Thomas Chauke. From the ‘top dogs’ you would often hear bacadi music drifting from speakers in the distance. This type of music had a beat similar to that of house music, but was mostly sung in Xitsonga. You would never know the artist’s name; all you would know was that it was ‘track 7’. When the ‘top dogs’ felt nostalgic, they listened to the old beats of kwaito. The cheese boys and cheese girls listened to American hip-hop and R&B. You could easily tell that they were very much influenced, just by the way they spoke, dressed and walked.


    Oud Stad was dominated mostly by Batswana in the south. Kalafong Hospital, where I was born, was situated in the Oud Stad section. Bokgoni Technical Secon­dary School, Holy Trinity Secondary, the Shell garage, Moroe Park and the Kalafong train station formed a complex at the Church Street entrance to Atteridge­ville from the Pretoria CBD.


    From Kalafong Hospital to the Union Buildings was a twenty-minute drive (fourteen kilometres) via the N4. The Union Buildings is the equivalent of the White House in America, the official seat of government and home to the offices of the president. I found it ironic that I was born a twenty-minute drive from the spot where Nelson Mandela was inaugurated in 1994.


    I only realised later that I was, in fact, born close to the corridors of power – but far away from the reality of power.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    My home is a shack


    Our family stayed briefly in Selbourne Side after I was born; my father wanted to find a place he could call his own. When I was three years old, he decided to move our family out of my uncle’s four-roomed house in Saulsville. We moved to the newly formed squatter camp in Atte­ridgeville called Mshongo, in Phomolong section.


    The area was part of what had been an old World War II ammunition dump, fifty years before the settlement of the first dwellers in Jeffsville section. It was cleaned up by bomb experts from the South African National Defence Force. People were advised not to erect their shacks in the area, because the ground there was very unstable. But, due to economic pressure and the lack of housing, they erected their shacks anyway; one section close to our section was called Siyahlala Nge Nkani, a Zulu phrase meaning ‘we stay by force’.


    My father erected a one-roomed shack on a plot allocated as JJ41 Phomolong using scrap wooden planks and asbestos plates. He used aluminium zinc for roofing. Our shack had no windows. On the floor, he put a mat as a carpet. In the early days, we would frequently find snakes under the mat.


    Our house looked like most of the houses that were closely packed around it. It looked very old and rusted. The ones who had money were the ones who could paint their shacks. After building the shack, my father dug a hole and built a pit toilet not far away from it.


    While my father was digging, a time bomb would be quietly ticking somewhere under the ground. Some bombs were found, usually after mudslides in the area. Others were found randomly around the place. Some were exposed when the squatters chopped firewood outside; whole families would be destroyed.


    A task group of professionals was formed. My parents were constantly educated about the risk and asked to report any new finds to the police. The army explosives experts were often called in to remove the bombs. The squatters would often find mortars. The bombs would still contain their charge, but the noses and fuses would have been removed. Family friends Matimba Maphapha and Mbhoni Chavalala fell victim to an explosion while trying to pick up a mortar in Mshongo. Mbhoni lost the palm of one of his hands; Matimba fled unharmed.


    Bra Peter was our neighbour on the left who had come from Mokopane. Bra Peter was a taxi driver. On the right, we had Blacky, who was working at the Coca-Cola Company. Everyone called him Blacky because of his complexion. Blacky didn’t really care about anything. He lived alone, no wife or children. He consumed large amounts of alcohol.


    Soon after we settled in Mshongo, Blacky almost burned down our home. His shack caught fire. It was very close to ours; the fire would have spread had it not been contained. Our shacks were very close to one another, creating an environment that promoted runaway fires and hindered access by firefighting trucks: the roads between the shacks were too narrow for them to enter the squatter camp. It then emerged that substance abuse was the cause of the fire at Blacky’s home: he had kicked over a prama stove (a paraffin or Primus stove). Luckily, he was rescued and suffered only a few burns, adding to his blackness. We used firewood to cook, and sometimes imbawula (a coal stove). And, when we had money, we would use a Primus stove like Blacky.


    Further along to our right, we had Bakaniya. I didn’t know his real name. He was a huge fan of the Premier Soccer League club Orlando Pirates (the Buccaneers). So, everyone called him Bakaniya. Since I was still very young, Bakaniya called me Mkhalele, the name of a very dark-skinned Orlando Pirates striker, Helman Mkhalele. I was a very restless little boy, I am told. I would run around our untarred road causing all sorts of trouble. I ran so fast that Caster Semenya would have been proud, I am told.


    Opposite Bakaniya was another die-hard Pirates fan called Samuel Skhosana. We called him Bra Sam. He had come from KwaNdebele.


    Opposite us to the front was Moses Phala, who had come from Limpopo. Mr Phala sold sweets and chips before becoming a prophet for the Zion Christian Church (ZCC). Mr Phala’s shack was inside a cave that was presumed to have been created by a bomb explosion. We called his home a nghojini (in the cave).


    Opposite us to the back was a granny. We called her Kokwane Va Le Bush. She came from Bushbuckridge and was the only person who spoke Xitsonga in our area, so we got along with her family. Kokwane Va Le Bush’s family was big. The family members shared rooms in the kind of squalor that would make you vomit.


    Next to Kokwane Va Le Bush was the Mugwedi family. They had come from Venḓa. They built a brick house, and were consequently considered among the rich people of Mshongo. Their son, Mbuyelo Mugwedi, would later become my friend.


    During those days, I still remember calling my parents when the truck that used to sell water would approach our house. I did the same thing when I heard the siren of the ice cream truck approaching. I remember that my father liked to lift me up. I would get strange stomach sensations when he did.


    Our home was situated on a hill, about four hundred metres away from the taxi rank in Maunde Street, Atte­ridgeville’s longest street. That is where we would take a taxi to town.


    We lived next to Atteridgeville Extension 7. The extension of the township was part of the new government’s Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP). When we moved to Mshongo, my parents immediately applied for an RDP house. This was in early 1998; they have been waiting for the government to provide them with a better home ever since. I don’t know how the government decides who gets a house. My parents have been on the waiting list all this time, but have never heard a thing. Some people, like Blacky, would complain that they earned too much to qualify for free government housing, but not enough to buy their own house.


    A house was a basic need for anyone staying in Msho­ngo. A walk through Mshongo would show conditions that no human being should ever have to live in – conditions that went against our Bill of Rights. How­ever, the story of my community was nothing unique; it was a nightmare that was lived in many other ignored places, all across the country. Our squatter camp was similar to Motsoaledi in Diepkloof, Soweto, or Stjwetla in Alexandra, or Winnie Mandela in Tembisa, or Phomo­long in Mamelodi, or Enkanini in Khayelitsha, or Marry Me in So­shanguve, or Emhlabeni in Umlazi.


    Crime was rife during those days in Mshongo. The dan­gerous conditions that had been forced on us led to unnecessary tragedy and heartbreak: we would con­stantly lose our loved ones in those bad conditions.


    We only stayed briefly in Mshongo, however, due to the conflict between my parents. I still have memories of the friction between my father and mother. Sometimes, it would even get physical. It may have had something to do with my father’s laziness: time and again, he would quit his job without a valid reason. His drinking tendencies also got the better of him. My mother was very sharp. Every time she called him out, he would grab her. When she could not take it any longer, she decided to leave him.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Monkeys are my friends


    When my parents’ feuding reached a climax and they separated, my mother became known as xivuya, a Xi­tsonga term given to a woman whose marriage has failed. She took all her children and went to her mother’s homestead in Shirley village, which was on an isolated farm neighbouring Waterval township to the west and Mbho­kota village to the east. It was the land of the Njha­ka­njhaka Traditional Authority.


    Shirley was divided into sections called miganga. The section above Waterval township was called Amudzwi­riti. It was at the western entrance of the village, where Shirley Primary School was situated. The section below the mountain was called Axigodini. My aunt Josephine stayed in Axigodini, with her Mozambican husband and their children Amukelani, Oscar, Rirhandzu and Pfume­lani – not far away from Vonani Bila’s home. Mr Bila is a writer.


    The section on top of the mountain and above Mbho­kota village was called Axitasini. That is where we stayed, on the steep mountaintop. The soil’s texture was soft and it was very red. When it rained, it would be disastrous. When I was very young, I used to think that, if I were to fall, I would roll all the way down the mountain. Luckily, I later learnt about gravity at school. Damn education, ruined my imagination!


    The section next to Axitasini on a small hill was called Akanani. Akanani was more of a recreational centre and provided jobs for the locals. My uncle Kulani used to have a friend who stayed in Akanani. The guy would yell at Kulani, who would respond. They made a lot of noise.


    Akanani faced Axitasini. The two were separated by a tarred road, the R578, which transported people from ka-Magoro, ka-Bungeni, ka-Mbhokota and other small villages to the shopping complex in Elim, which was roughly two kilometres from Shirley.


    Our homestead was the first stead when you entered Shirley from the Akanani entrance. There was a water-­pump station in the middle of a grassless soccer field, and H.S. Phillips Secondary School. When you stood in the back yard of H.S. Phillips Secondary, it was possible to see over ten small villages down the mountain.


    Immediately after passing the soccer grounds, you would walk into our home, ka-Baloyi Ka Mhani Lettie (Lettie Baloyi’s home). The neighbouring steads were ka-­Baloyi Ka Vo Tlangi (Tlangi Baloyi’s home) on the right, and ka-Xikava on the left. Mr Xikava was a police­man in Malamulele. Across from us at the back was ka-Mashamba. On the weekends, the villagers would gather at the soccer field in front of our home to support the local team, Matlharhi FC, a team my uncles used to play for. The steads were scattered all over the mountain.


    Shirley village sat at the front of the Rivolwa Moun­tain. Chavani village called the other side of the mountain its home. Vatsonga Cultural Village sat on top of Rivolwa Mountain, created to preserve the history of Vatsonga, which was under attack from some European influencers. The government helped build this remarkable place.


    When my grandmother went back to Johannesburg, my mother became the eldest person in our home – the responsible person in the family. My other aunt, Nancy, was also staying with us – together with her two children, Nyeleti and Vutivi. It was a very big family. There were three houses in our homestead. One was a very big rondavel house, called N’winyi Wa Muti (home owner) All the women slept in this house. Across from it was another rondavel house in which my uncles slept. Between the rondavels, we had a small shack that we used as a kitchen. Our yard was not fenced. At night, we would sit around the fire, playing and teasing one another.


    In the morning, when the guys went to school, my mom would wake up and sweep the yard, then prepare the food for the guys. She would usually cook pap and some vegetables from her garden on a big, size-eight three-legged pot. Her favourite vegetable was called mxiji. During lunch breaks, my aunts and uncles would come home to eat since their school was very close to our home. My sisters and cousins would be given lunchboxes to take to school in the mornings – at Shirley Primary School, they didn’t allow the kids to leave during breaktime, unlike H.S. Phillips.


    In January 2000, my mother took me and my cousin Oscar to enrol at Shirley Primary School. We were rejected: ‘Va dyiwa hi lembe vana lava mhani (These kids are one year behind, ma’am),’ the school principal, Mr Zinjhiva, said to my mother. Shirley Primary admitted pupils who were six years old, or who were five years old but had been born before June. I was born in September and Oscar was born in June, so we were ultimately rejected on those grounds. I remember being ready, wearing my uniform, when my dream of going to school was shattered. Akani and Tsakani were enrolled at Shirley Primary; I would wake up every day with no prospects for the future. This was very bad for a young man. I was bored; when the others went to school, I would play with my cousin Vutivi, and Oscar would often visit us from Axigodini.


    Noticing our boredom at home, my mother assigned jobs to me and Oscar: ‘Oscar na Clili, mi rindza tinkawu ku ti nga dyi mavele amasinwini (Oscar and Clili, keep the monkeys from entering the garden),’ she would say. The vervet monkeys would often invade our home. My mom had planted maize meal and mihlanta (sweet potatoes), and there were mango, avocado and banana trees in our yard. I was very young, and thought it was normal for monkeys to live around people. We would always watch for the monkeys. When they came into the garden, we would pick up magavadi (compacted soil), since there were few rocks, and throw it at them. I thought it was just a game we played with them – my logic was that, when they saw us, they would run away.


    When the older guys came home from school, we would be relieved of our duties. We would then go and provoke the monkeys at the village’s entrance at Aka­nani, where there were very tall trees known as midla­methi. The monkeys were very many in that part of the village; you would often find them brachiating there. Sometimes, they would attack the villagers arriving home from the shopping centre in Elim. They usually attacked people who were carrying fruits or vegetables.


    They once ambushed my uncle Godfrey. They took his bananas. When he got home, everyone laughed at him. Soon after that incident, one of them attacked Oscar while we were throwing stones at them. I will never forget that day: he threw a stone at one in front of him and, from behind him, one jumped on top of him then ran away, leaving him lying on the ground. Upon seeing what had happened, I followed the monkey, running away from Oscar and moving towards the soccer grounds.


    ‘He Clinton, why uni siya? (Hey Clinton, why are you leaving me behind?)’ he cried.


    Hearing about my uncle Godfrey being attacked, and then seeing my cousin Oscar getting attacked, made me realise that the monkeys had never attacked me. I had a good record; using this logic, I concluded that the monkeys were my friends.


    At home, the girls were responsible for cooking and for fetching water from the tap, which was very close to our home. My uncle Kulani would usually go to soccer practice at the dusty field. And Godfrey would usually swim in the village’s dam, which was next to Rivolwa Mountain. The name of the dam was Dombani. We were instructed not to go near Dombani dam under any circumstances: there had been disastrous floods in February and March of that year. Heavy rainfall had lasted for five weeks, leaving many people homeless; the Limpopo River had grown to twice its normal level.


    Soon after the disaster had started, Chief Njhaka­njhaka summoned the villagers to a meeting at Hubyeni at Rivoni, a small village where the SABC presenter Rhu­lani Baloyi was born. Rivoni was very close to Shirley. The meeting was held at the Njhakanjhaka Traditional Authority offices – close to the Rivoni School for the Blind, which Ms Baloyi had attended. The chief gave the villagers some guidelines about evacuation procedures.


    Shirley was mountainous. So, those of us who stayed in Axitasini were safe, unlike those in Axigodini, who lived on the floodplain at the foot of the mountain. Community members built levees and terraces – only if these proved inadequate would they be willing to move to a place of safety. Some families from Axigodini were evacuated to Axitasini.


    My aunt Josephine evacuated during the disaster time and came to stay with us. As the floods continued, our home started to be affected as well. My uncle covered N’winyi Wa Muti with plastic sails to protect it – inside the house was a double bed and mirror, bought from Ellerines on credit. (I know this for sure, because it was later repossessed. Even though I was still young, I still remember the embarrassment when the bakkie came to take the bed and xipilikasi, or mirror, back.) My uncle also covered his house with plastic sheeting. My mother, a religious woman, asked the whole family to pray that the rain would stop.


    But the plastic tarpaulins were not adequate. I remember my mom saying, ‘N’winyi Wa Muti wa mbindzimuka (The house is crashing down).’ Indeed, it was. The mud house started losing its plaster; we watched it falling down slowly. By the time the rain stopped, the house had collapsed. No one was injured, though.


    We were better off than the people in Mozambique, however. We heard on Munghana Lonene FM, an SABC radio station, that the floods in Maputo, six hundred kilometres away, were severe. People were forced out of their homes, and had to climb onto roofs and into trees in the hope of being rescued. One woman was even forced to give birth in a tree. Luckily, she was saved by the air force.


    For the duration of our stay in Elim, my father only visited us once. He came with his friend Solly Mathevani, who owned a Toyota Cressida. On the day he left, I cried to go back with him to Atteridgeville. And I did – my father insisted, and saw fit to take me back with him. This was obviously a big moment in my childhood. I had been surrounded by many people up to now, but my father was not in their midst. I missed him a lot. At the end of the day, a child needs both parents.


    My father took me to our cousin, who stayed very close to where he was staying. I only realised later that male parents are unable to look after children on their own. He was working as a taxi driver, driving a Toyota E20. I don’t remember much about this time, because I was still very young, but I am told that I was not treated well at my cousin’s place – that I was treated like a slave. I am told that my grandmother, who was staying in Roo­de­poort, rescued me from the Egypt-like captivity I found myself in. She travelled from Johannesburg to Pretoria, fetched me, then proceeded to her homestead in Elim, where she dropped me off with the words, ‘Nwana nwananga a nge hlupheki na ha hanya (My grandson will not struggle while I am still alive).’


    My father’s taking me to Pretoria symbolised the tension between my parents. As a small child, I thought it was normal for parents to fight all the time. In the end, however, my parents managed to iron out their differences. We moved back to my father’s homestead in Be­vhula village, rejoining forces with him when he came back from Pretoria.
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