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For the Space Age

TRANSKEI 1968

 


“We’re sitting on a gold mine, Father.”

Paramount Chief Jacob Biya of the amaFenghu
ducked his greying head and peered over his spectacles at his son,
Edward, sitting on the verandah wall of the family home at the
Great Place, 20 kilometres outside Centane.

He thought, one year at university, the
boy’s hardly home and he’s delivered a recipe for riches. Or
disaster. It was not easy to forget the harrowing and sometimes
fatal experiences of the clansmen and other Transkeians who swapped
pastoral life for mining, particularly on the goldfields of the
Witwatersrand and Free State, enduring hazardous conditions
underground and cramped living in barracks-like men’s quarters.
Still, let’s listen...

The chief leaned back in his verandah chair
and rested his elbows on the arms. “How so?”

“The gold mine is in the sand dunes down
there.” Edward pointed due east, towards the Indian Ocean, over
hills dotted with cattle, patches of maize, thatched huts and
tin-roofed homes. The vista stretched from the Wavecrest resort on
the southern banks of the estuary formed by the confluence of the
Nxaxo and Nxusi rivers, and then northwards across kilometres of
indigenous forests flanking the Nxaxo and cloaking the dunes above
the beach that curved to a point in the distance.

Jacob peered expectantly at his son. He’d
sent him to the University of Fort Hare whose alumni included the
likes of Nelson Mandela, Oliver Tambo, Govan Mbeki, Robert Sobukwe
and Chris Hani to earn a commerce degree. Now he thought, a mining
degree might have been a better call, given his revelation about a
gold mine.

Edward turned to his father.

“We had a really interesting guest lecturer
last term, a professor from the United States. He came to talk to
us about space exploration and what went into those rockets like
Apollo and Voyager and planes like the SR-71… flying or orbiting at
speeds that create intense heat on the aircraft skin. So engineers
have come up with space age metals, titanium alloys, and the demand
for these he said was growing. And he said prospecting for the
source of these metals, heavy minerals in coastal regions, really
sand dunes, would accelerate. Minerals like ilmenite, rutile and
zircon.

“Those dunes down there could house those
minerals, those ingredients for space age metals.”

Jacob cupped his hand in front of his mouth
and exhaled loudly.

“Did your professor tell you if there are
any tell-tale signs to show the presence of these minerals? Do you
pan for them, like gold miners do? Do they lie around like
diamonds?”

“No, not really father. I asked him what was
the best way to establish whether these minerals are there. And he
said, get a prospecting team in to do a proper assessment.”

“Fine, but there are more questions. It’s
not only, how do we find out who is best equipped to tell us
whether those minerals are housed down there? And if they are, how
are they mined? What does that do the dunes? And to the forests? Do
they get flattened? And what happens to the mangroves on the river
banks? And to the rivers and even the estuary? What does it do to
our people? The way we live? Will it affect our livestock? Our
crops? What will be our future? How do we manage the mining? What
can we earn from it? At what cost? Even, what does it do to
Wavecrest as a tourist business? As an employer of people?”

Jacob answered himself. “It’s hard for me to
stomach the idea of equipment all over the dunes. We need to know
all the facts. Let’s ride down to the beach. It’ll help me
think.”

Jacob called for horses. Father and son rode
the three kilometres in silence till they reached the river bank in
front of the Wavecrest resort.

“The morning tide’s still going out. Let’s
ride towards the river and the forest.”

They waded across the estuary, and emerged
on the beach, disturbing the flock of crowned cranes that gathered
most mornings. An oyster catcher scurried away.

“Another thing, Edward.”

“What, Father?”

“What will mining do to the birds, the wild
life in the forest?”

They rode on towards the forest.

Jacob stopped and gestured up the river to
where the Nxaxo curved inland and was hemmed by dense
vegetation.

“How do you replace trees if we allow
mining? You know what’s in there.”

“Yes, Father. You’ve reminded me often...
ironwood, white milkwood, stinkwood, yellowwood.”

“And what happens to the mangroves? We’ve
just had a team of university researchers here, telling us these
are the southernmost mangroves in Africa. They do a protective job
in the river.”

Jacob turned his horse. “Let’s go home.”

As they dismounted at the Great Place, Jacob
was pensive.

“Life, our development as people demands we
take some hard decisions. Are we really sitting on a gold mine?
I’ll suggest to the tribal council we get an expert to establish
whether this titanium and other minerals are housed there. The
findings will tell us how to proceed.”

 


 


Even the dog’s gone

CAPE TOWN 1968

 


“They’ve gone, Dad. The house is deserted…
all locked up.” Gerard Danby burst into the dining room where his
father sat over his weekend work – a draft of his cricket club’s
financial statements. The boy, sport and his work for the City
Treasurer were his life since they lost a wife and mother to an
aneurism just three years earlier.

“Who, boy? Who’s gone?”

“The Daniels, Dad. I told Mary I’d come
around after mass. I knocked and knocked, walked around the
back…looked through the kitchen window… everything’s locked up…
even the dog’s gone. But they had a party last night. Mr. and Mrs.
Daniels said they were having a party on Saturday. They told me
they got special permission.”

Gerard recalled his encounter the previous
Monday afternoon around 5.30, the time Mr. Daniel normally had to
be home at 12 Myrtle Street, Wynberg. The Daniels were in their
garden, talking earnestly near the front gate. Mr. Daniel, a tall,
well built man, was holding his bulging briefcase, his badge of
office as a lawyer. As he slowed his bike to lean it against the
front fence, Gerard heard Mrs. Daniel ask, anxiously: “When will we
tell Mary and Francesca? We must warn them.” She turned to see
Gerard and greeted Mary’s new boy friend.

“Hello, Gerard. My husband and I are
planning a party for Saturday night. It’s our wedding anniversary
and Sergeant Brummer says it’s OK if we don’t have more than 20
people. More a family do, really. We thought we’d surprise the
girls. A bit of a treat for them, too. Don’t let on, please.”

Gerard, at 16, was quick to note he did not
rate an invitation, but perhaps he was going to be forbidden guest
number 21?

“OK, Mrs. Daniel. Sure thing.”

“Thanks, Gerard.” Aubrey Daniel added. “It’s
been a bit tough for all of us these past few months since I got
that banning order, so we want to make Saturday a bit special. Even
Sergeant Brummer’s playing ball.”

As Gerard recounted the conversation with
the Daniels to his father, he thought for a moment about Sergeant
Brummer. There was something about the behaviour of the Special
Branch detective in the last few days that was out of the ordinary.
Yet he couldn’t put his finger on it.

Gerard and many others in the neighbourhood
had got to recognise the burly sergeant, being around in his
Studebaker Lark at odd times in Myrtle Street. They knew him to be
the monitor of the banning order served on Aubrey Daniel. One step
out of line, and Daniel would be in goal.

Gerard had seen how tough things were for
the Daniels through the reactions of Mary and Francesca to their
father’s banning order. His was one of many served in the 1960s on
opponents of the government, particularly lawyers who were said to
have the ear of leaders of the struggle, men of the likes of Tambo,
Sisulu, Mbeki.

Being confined to your home at night was one
thing her father could just about cope with, Mary had said. He
would pore over his law books and scribble notes on his
yellow-papered pads. But she had said, in her carefully measured
way, that he saw the banning order as robbing a family man of his
rights; of not being able to be part of the crowd watching his
daughters play netball and hockey, to chair meetings of the
parent-teachers’ association, to go to church, to attend openings
of exhibitions of art, a particular passion, because he could not
engage with more than 12 people at a time.

“There’s something I saw last Tuesday,”
Gerard now told his father. “Francesca Daniel talking to the
sergeant. They seemed quite friendly. You don’t think the Daniels
had more guests than they should have on Saturday and she gave him
a list of the people, and the sergeant and his guys stepped in and
arrested them all?”

“Nonsense, Gerard. There will be a perfectly
reasonable explanation for this. May be they got special
dispensation to take a break out of town, and didn’t want to tell
anyone. Doesn’t Mrs. Daniel have family in George? May be they went
there. We’ll hear from them soon enough.”

Michael Danby looked reassuringly at his
son. Gerard had a feeling that his Dad knew more than he was
letting on. Then he remembered what was odd about Sergeant
Brummer’s behaviour.

“That’s it, Dad. Sergeant Brummer hasn’t
been around since Tuesday. Have you seen him? May be he’s been
replaced and some other cop decided the Daniels were out of line
and locked them up.”

“Come on, Gerard. Let up. There’s a
perfectly good enough explanation. Just be patient. Time will tell
all.”

Gerard spent the next week, fretting,
playing detective, being a disappointed teenager with weighty
issues on his mind. Why didn’t Mary tell him they were going away
for a while? And where did they go? The Daniels’ disappearance was
a hot topic at school, even though parents, principal and teachers
all supported Richard Danby’s view that there was a reasonable
explanation for their absence.

The answer came just 15 days after the
Daniels’ party – and disappearance. Gerard came home from hockey
practice to be greeted by his father: “How are you, my boy? There’s
a letter for you. Should brighten you up.”

The only letters Gerard got were from aunts,
uncles and cousins in far flung places; some had opted out of South
Africa for what they thought would be a better life in Canada,
Australia and England. They always addressed him as Master Gerard
Danby. This letter was different. It was an aerogramme, from Great
Britain, addressed to G Danby, esq. Hey, excuse me…coming up in
the world, Gerard said to himself. There was no sender’s
address on the reverse. Gerard slit the letter open with a kitchen
knife …He looked at the salutation … Dearest Gerard … and
flipped to the close …Much love Mary.

He whooped. Michael Danby grinned at seeing
his son’s relief as he started reading the letter.

Dearest Gerard

As you can see, this is written from
England. Please don’t think unkindly of me. I think you know me
well enough to realise it’s just not me to hurt people who are
special to me. I am truly sorry I was not able to say goodbye – and
that I misled you in asking you come to around after mass on
Sunday. Life has been a blur since then, lots of new places, sights
and people, including getting ready for a new school and a new
syllabus. We are all well. My Dad is like a new man here. You can’t
believe the change from how he was at the anniversary party. He was
on edge, my Mom was anxious, too. They were kissing and hugging all
the guests, even Auntie Cecily whom he can’t stand which Francesca
and I thought was unusual. We both thought they were overcome by
playing host again at a big gathering, and we tried to help,
serving the snacks and the drinks. Everybody was also quite
reserved… not into the party spirit. Everybody had been at the
house for about an hour when my Mom and Dad called us aside into
the passage. I thought it was to prepare for us a speech, but my
Dad just said: “Listen very carefully, both of you. And Mary,
Francesca don’t say a word until I say so after we get out of the
car. Follow us outside.” Well, that’s we did. Got into a big car
parked outside. Mom, Francesca and I sat in the back, Dad in the
front. The driver didn’t say a word. Who he was, I don’t know.
Funny thing was he wore a hat like Sergeant Brummer wears. He drove
us to the airport, off loaded us there. My Dad got the luggage out.
We each had a suitcase and we checked in for a flight to
Johannesburg. Once we had checked in and had our seating cards, my
Mom and Dad took us to a corner of the departures area. He said:
“In 36 hours, we will, God willing, be in England to start a new
life. Please just do as we ask and we will all be OK.” Francesca
and I for once did as we were told, and, to cut a long story short,
so here we are in London. I will try to understand if you do not
reply to this. If you would like to, please ask your Dad for our
address. And please thank him. My folks said he packed the car for
us. Much love Mary.

“You knew, Dad, you knew all along!” Gerard
threw a playful punch at his father.

 


 


Chasing a share

JOHANNESBURG 2006

 


“We are getting nowhere with the amaFenghu.
That’s the bottom line. We’ve now been trying for four solid years
to get a stake in their holding company. And every time we approach
them, we get a polite brush off. Now they’ve increased their
holdings in Freedom Investment Holdings, which is going places as a
conglomerate. And their status in investment, even political
circles is growing. Look at today’s paper.”

The barp-beep-barp of commuter taxis and the
bustle of downtown Johannesburg drifted up to the sixth floor
boardroom on Rissik Street. Gloria Mdela, Minister of Mineral and
Energy Affairs, and chairperson of Collegiate Hall (Pty) Ltd,
investment arm of the ruling party, pushed the company board papers
away from her. She looked around the table at her colleagues on the
executive committee of Collegiate Hall and waved a newspaper.

“Have you read Business World? Just
listen to this.”

The story of amaFenghu Investment
Corporation is remarkable. The 100 000 strong amaFenghu have
capitalised handsomely on the royalties paid by the mining lessee,
Moosomin Mining of Canada, for the right to mine the mineral-rich
sand dunes on tribal land. It is now almost 40 years since a
relatively young Chief Edward Biya and the tribal council
considered an approach from the Canadian conglomerate and won from
Big Moose royalties equivalent to 13% of its taxable income on the
amaFenghu operation.

In some ways, AmaFenghu Investment
Corporation is the closest thing we have in South Africa to a
sovereign wealth fund. Its profits, generated mainly from its
mineral sands investment and from other diversified investments,
gets ploughed back into community programmes. The amaFenghu are a
community endowed with impressive educational, health, sporting and
housing facilities. Their investment corporation is a model that
could be followed nationally or at least in other communities.

“Glowing stuff.” Minister Mdela put the
paper down.

“The point is that they are growing their
income and we need to get a share of it. Any ideas how we are now
going to do that? May be we need to put some pressure on Moosomin
Mining Corporation – or on the Paramount Chief?”

“May be we can target Chief Simon as a way
into the corporation?”

“Chief who?”

“Chief Simon Biya,” John Mdlalose, financial
officer of Collegiate Hall and the party’s national treasurer,
elaborated. “He’s been tipped to take over from Chief Edward. Smart
young man and Edward’s cousin. Got a commerce degree and an MBA
from the University of Cape Town. He spent two years in Toronto
learning the ropes at Moosomin Mining Corporation, and then had two
years in New York with Goldman Sachs. Did some time in Hong Kong
and also in London. For the last four years he’s been running
investment analysis for the corporation, assessing potential
opportunities and performance of current investments. He works with
a small team here in Jo’burg.”

“Interesting, John. Can we take this
suggestion off-line? John and I can pursue it? Let’s get on with
the agenda.”

The members of the executive committee
nodded their assent.

 


 


Ashamed and embarrassed

DURBAN 2006

 


Mrs. Constance Biya, president of the
amaFenghu Women’s Club and wife of Paramount Chief Edward Biya of
the amaFenghu, smiled as the chairman of the discussion panel
introduced her. The cavernous International Convention Centre in
Durban was still filling with delegates to the first session of the
sixth International AIDS conference. The glare of stage lighting
made it difficult for Constance to discern how full the assembly
was. She settled in her arm chair and smiled at her fellow
panellists to her left and right. Like a chat show on satellite
television, she thought, except chat show subject matter was
trivial in contrast to the life-and-death focus of the
international conference.

The chairman recounted how members of the
amaFenghu Women’s Club had run a hugely successful campaign to
raise awareness of HIV in their communities, and further afield in
Transkei and KwaZulu Natal, where the AIDS epidemic had taken its
heaviest human toll.

“This has been a model campaign. It has
elements that can be replicated elsewhere in the world and we look
forward to hearing Mrs. Biya explain what worked and how it worked
in their rollout of this drive,” said the chairman.

Constance had no fear of talking to large
audiences. She and her fellow club members had carried their
campaign message to school classrooms, remote churches, rowdy
shebeens, crowds at sports fields, queues outside health clinics,
and to humble homes.

She explained how the club’s members had
become concerned about the threat of AIDS in their communities and
what they had done to address it. She said the club was fortunate
to have the backing of the amaFenghu Tribal Council which oversaw
the welfare of a tribe that derived its considerable wealth from
its mineral-rich lands.

“But what is wealth when you meet children,
barely in their teens, who are responsible for feeding, clothing,
caring for their younger siblings because their parents have both
succumbed to AIDS?” she asked.

“You can boast that your land has minerals
to make the metals that go into space craft and jets, into tanks
and pipes and machine parts. You can talk of titanium in an
artificial limb or hip joint. And you can say it’s in tooth paste
or paint. That means nothing to a child whose education is lost to
these family responsibilities, to a child whose horizons are
defined by survival a day at a time.”

After other panellists had contributed their
experiences, one turned to Constance, “The South African government
has been accused of genocide for their inaction in dealing with
AIDS. Do you agree?”

Constance sensed sharper attention from
delegates. Were they thinking here was a woman at the rockface of
community work? Or one of authority in South African life and who
thus could be expected to be a government supporter?

Constance nodded. “The government,” she
said, “is sympathetic to the views of AIDS denialists. That
denialist influence is responsible for the slow and ineffective
governmental response to the massive AIDS epidemic in South Africa.
It is currently estimated that the government’s sloth has resulted
in 343 000 excess AIDS deaths and 171 000 infections. Where else in
the world does one have to get a court order to compel a government
health department to provide antiretroviral drugs to HIV-positive
pregnant women to prevent mother-to-child transmission? Where else
in the world do you have a minister of health recommending garlic,
beetroot and lemon juice as treatments for AIDS?
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