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1. PROFESSOR BRUTUS


It was a warm, sunny day on the campus at Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois. Professor Dennis Brutus was walking to his afternoon African Literature class in University Hall, on the south side of campus. The significance of the nice weather was not lost on Professor Brutus. He knew that the lecture he had prepared for his students was not going to be given—at least not this day.

Brutus wanted to talk to his students about award-winning South African author Nadine Gordimer, but his students had other plans. It wasn’t that they weren’t interested in Gordimer or what Professor Brutus had to say about her work. They had other things on their minds. Five minutes from University Hall, in the area where Northwestern’s administrative buildings were located, the school’s Anti-Apartheid Alliance had been conducting a sit-in for several days.

The year was 1985, and school protests like these were commonplace around the United States. College students in the United States of America were vocal in their objection to apartheid—the system of segregation that oppressed the black population in the country of South Africa. Even though the majority of the population of South Africa was made up of blacks and people of mixed race, it was the white minority that controlled the government. Apartheid had been put in place so that things would remain that way.

Racial segregation had been taking place in South Africa for decades, but it became worse in 1948. That was when the National Party came into power. They made racial segregation an official government policy. And they gave it an official name: apartheid. Over the years, different groups had tried to put pressure on the white leaders in South Africa to end apartheid, but up until 1985, nothing had changed the policy.

The anti-apartheid movement on college campuses in the United States in the late eighties grew fast and gained much attention. Young people in the United States came to learn about the symbol of the movement, Nelson Mandela, a black man who had been imprisoned in South Africa since 1963.

Professor Brutus knew all about Mandela. For a year and a half, Dennis Brutus had occupied the jail cell next to Mandela.

Professor Brutus entered his classroom, and the requests were immediate:

“Professor Brutus, it’s such a nice day. Can we have class outside?”

They all knew what that meant. “Outside” meant walking over to the area where the Anti-Apartheid Alliance was holding its sit-in. And as soon as they got there, the Alliance would ask Professor Brutus to speak. But they didn’t want him to speak about African Literature.

The professor suggested maybe they should just have the class in the classroom, but he knew his students were determined to go outside and take part in what the Anti-Apartheid Alliance was doing. Professor Brutus knew his lecture would be out the window. But that was okay.

Literature was important to Brutus, who had written several books of poetry that were considered to be very good. But he also appreciated that his young students recognized the importance of protest. Protest, after all, was what had gotten Brutus thrown into jail in the first place.

Protest was what had gotten him tortured and shot.

Protest was why he’d been forced to leave the country he’d grown up in, and had not been allowed to return for many years.

I know all about this scene because I was there. It was my junior year at Northwestern, and I was a student in Professor Brutus’s African Literature class. I had also been involved with the Anti-Apartheid Alliance, so when Brutus did agree to move our class outside and speak to the gathered students, it was very special.

It was also awe-inspiring. Dennis Brutus was more than just one of the most acclaimed poets in the history of South Africa. Here, in front of us, was a man who had taken a stand against what he knew was wrong. He had known that he was risking his life in the process, but he never backed away from the cause. And his actions made a difference.

After that spring semester, I went back home to New York. An aspiring journalist, I had a summer job with a popular sports magazine. I also kept in touch with Professor Brutus and spoke with him that summer. The professor took a surprising interest in my job.

At first it seemed odd that a poet and teacher from South Africa would take an interest in an American sports magazine. When you dig into Brutus’s past, however, it makes sense.

Sports, after all, was the vehicle for Dennis Brutus’s protest of apartheid in the 1960s. Brutus had helped lead a group that had pressured the International Olympic Committee to ban South Africa from participating in the Olympics until the country abolished apartheid. South Africa was eventually banned from the Olympics. What Brutus did in the 1960s might be one of the earliest examples of how sports can have an important influence on human culture. The Olympics ban didn’t end apartheid, but it raised awareness around the world.

Through the years there have been many occasions when sporting events have provided an opportunity for protesting social or political issues of the day. Ironically, Brutus had originally intended his protest to be just about sports, specifically the apartheid policies that were unfair to South African athletes. But the more involved he got—and the more he was viewed as a thorn in the side of South Africa’s apartheid government—the more Brutus became a symbol of the overall movement to abolish apartheid.

“Mr. Brutus has a distinction that makes him a hated symbol to the white rulers of South Africa, and a heroic one to the critics of their regime,” Anthony Lewis wrote in the New York Times in 1983. “He has actually succeeded in bringing about some change in one aspect of apartheid.”1

The anti-apartheid protests that were taking place at Northwestern and other college campuses across the United States did more than just build awareness of the problem. The protests were designed to convince colleges and universities to divest from South Africa. Students wanted their schools to stop investing money in companies that operated in South Africa. In other words, students wanted to fight apartheid financially. If South African businesses started losing money because of apartheid, that would be another way the government would feel pressure to change its policies. Slowly but surely, the government did change.

By the 1990s, South Africa finally abandoned its apartheid policies. The country changed dramatically.

Dennis Brutus—poet, teacher, activist, and one of the key voices that helped end apartheid in South Africa.

This is his story.






2. GROWING UP


Dennis Brutus was born on November 28, 1924, in Salisbury, a town in the British colony of Southern Rhodesia. Today that area is part of the country of Zimbabwe, which is just north of South Africa. When Dennis was four, his family moved south to Port Elizabeth, a seaport located in the southeastern part of South Africa, on the Indian Ocean.

Dennis was the third of four children in his family. Wilfred, his brother, was four years older; his sister Helen was two years older than Dennis; and his sister Dolly was two years younger.

Dennis’s mother and father were both children of mixed marriages—they each had one parent who was white and one who was black. Because of this, the family was classified as “colored” when they moved to Port Elizabeth. In South Africa, even before apartheid was an official government policy, there was a strong class distinction among whites, blacks, and coloreds. Whites had an advantage over both blacks and coloreds.

Dennis’s parents were teachers. Later in his life Dennis recalled that his mother was very friendly and very popular. He remembered his father as being very serious and quiet. On most weekdays his father left the house early in the morning and did not come home until the kids were asleep at night. That was because, on top of teaching, he worked part-time jobs at night to help support the family.

One of Mr. Brutus’s jobs was as an accountant for a friend who owned a fruit shop. In addition to getting paid, Dennis’s father also got to bring home fresh fruit. Dennis remembered a game his father would play on weekends. He would bring a wrapped package of fruit into the room and invite the kids to guess what kind of fruit it was by smelling it. Sometimes it was apples. Sometimes it was oranges or bananas. Whatever kind of fruit it was, Mr. Brutus would then cut it into four pieces for the children to share.

It wasn’t until Dennis was older that he came to understand that his father was “a man of considerable brilliance.”2 Mr. Brutus had helped create the Teachers’ League of South Africa, an important organization for colored teachers. The goal of the Teachers’ League was to bring black and colored teachers together to improve the quality of their schools.

Dennis recalled that his father was often tough on him, partly because his mother may have been overprotective. “I think I was regarded as delicate,” he wrote in his autobiography, noting that he often got nosebleeds as a child, sometimes the result of fighting with his older brother.3 The nosebleeds would cause his mother to be worried and anxious. This irritated his father.

His father also got annoyed sometimes when he thought Dennis wasn’t paying attention. His mother, on the other hand, looked at it differently. She called him “Freddie Far-Off.” That was the name of a character in a children’s book who used to daydream about magical adventures. She said Dennis was just daydreaming.

Dennis thought his father might have played favorites with his children, caring more for Wilfred and Helen. But he thought his father treated them equally when it came to sharing his love of reading. About once a month, Mr. Brutus would let them go through his encyclopedia. He would share his books about British history and the Roman empire.

Wilfred went to one of the better missionary schools for nonwhite children, and the school had a library of mostly used books that had been passed on from white schools. Wilfred would bring home a book once a week, and Dennis always enjoyed reading these. He particularly enjoyed books about King Arthur and other medieval legends.

Dennis’s father also shared with his children his love of poetry. Dennis remembered listening to his father recite poetry—often while shaving. Mr. Brutus was a big fan of the work of Alfred, Lord Tennyson. One poem Dennis remembered hearing often was Tennyson’s “Ode on the Death of the Duke of Wellington.”

Sometimes his father would ask Dennis and his siblings to recite poetry for him. And his father would then teach them how to improve their delivery—how to better articulate what they were reading, with emphasis on different words or with a pause in just the right place. When Dennis later recited his own poetry as a grown man, he would use the tips he’d learned from his father.

Between their father’s love of reading and their mother’s love of music, the Brutus children grew up in a smart, cultured environment. But they still had their share of problems to deal with.

When Dennis was eleven, he went to a Catholic school called St. Theresa’s, which was run by Catholic nuns. St. Theresa’s was located in a white area, so just walking to school presented problems. The white kids would throw stones and bottles at the blacks and coloreds, who would in turn defend themselves and fight back. It wasn’t unusual for the police to be called.

“When the police arrived,” Dennis explained, “invariably they would take the side of the white kids, even if we were in the right and had been assaulted by much bigger kids.”4

Money was also an issue for Dennis’s family. There were not many opportunities for coloreds to advance and succeed in South Africa. His parents could not get jobs at the better schools, because those schools were only for whites, and blacks and colored people were not allowed to work there.

Even with his father working extra jobs at night, the family struggled to make ends meet. This slowly but surely became a strain on his parents’ marriage.

When Dennis was about twelve years old, his mother took a teaching job at a school in Grahamstown, which was about a hundred miles away from Port Elizabeth. She moved there temporarily. At first she took her two daughters, Helen and Dolly, with her. After a few months, she came back for Dennis and Wilfred.

They returned to Port Elizabeth a year or two later, but Dennis’s father would not take them back. Dennis, his mother, and his siblings stayed with friends who lived on Charlotte Street. It was not a good situation. Dennis recalled sleeping on the floor and washing dishes or running errands when he wasn’t in school.

During that time, Dennis’s father served his mother with divorce papers. Dennis remembered how traumatic it was for her to deal with her lawyers. They were taking a long time to settle the divorce, which meant they could charge his mother more money. Dennis helped her draft letters for the lawyers. But when he saw how upset his mother was over the situation, he decided to go one step further and put his powers of persuasion to work. He met with the lawyers to tell them to stop making demands on his mother. He argued that they were treating her unfairly.

Dennis was fifteen years old at this time. He didn’t think the lawyers would pay that much attention to a teenager, but they did. They left his mother alone. This might have been the first time that Dennis had had the experience of seeing his words make a significant impact.

In many ways, Dennis’s childhood set him up for the life that was ahead of him. Being the child of two teachers, he could imagine becoming a teacher himself. Reading and learning about poetry at a young age would inspire him to write his own poetry. Growing up in poverty taught him the need to work hard in order to overcome obstacles.

Dennis’s experience with his mother’s divorce lawyers was another building block for the future. It gave him the confidence to speak up in protest if he saw something he thought was wrong.
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