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  What people are saying about




  The Bullet in the Pawpaw




  The Bullet in the Pawpaw is a compelling page-turner that traces Kim Hope’s ground-breaking years as a theatre professional in South Africa. But this is no star-struck memoir. It begins in the years of apartheid and follows the author’s growing belief in the power of drama to change lives, her struggle against the odds to found the brilliantly innovative Themba Project, and her realisation, during the HIV/AIDS epidemic, that her skills as a director could help break the silence surrounding that terrible disease. Beautifully and atmospherically written, her book shines with optimism, courage and an irrepressible sense of adventure. As it drew to a close I found myself so moved that I went straight back to the beginning and read it again.


  Geoffrey Durham, Quaker, and author of The Spirit of the Quakers and Being a Quaker: A Guide for Newcomers




  This frank and compassionate account of the apartheid years and the AIDS epidemic in Southern Africa brings back many memories for me. It is a most valuable record of a Project that without question has been of immense value to so many people. Kim Hope writes directly and frankly and in so doing demonstrates how individuals with dedication and purpose utilised their own skills to help create a better quality of life for all regardless of creed or colour. This is not only a compelling story it is also a valuable historical record.




  Terry Waite CBE, Anglican and a Quaker, and author of several books including Out of the Silence a book of poems and reflections, and Solitude an exploration of solitary places and solitary people.




  The Bullet in the Pawpaw is a story of hope (ithemba) and triumph at a time in South Africa when denial and ignorance around HIV and AIDS was killing people and threatening to rip the nation apart. The Themba HIV and AIDS Project, built on the Alternatives to Violence Project and Forum theatre, is a story of courage, resilience, empowerment and love. It is the story of individual and collective action at a time of crisis. Kim Hope took up the challenge and transformed her love for theatre into something that gave young South Africans hope and the power to overcome ignorance and fear. As she puts it: “It began to look as if we had created something which was not only unique, but also valuable.” I highly recommend this book.




  Nozizwe Madlala-Routledge – Quaker, and Deputy Health Minister of South Africa (2004–2007).




  In this enchanting and important book Kim Hope takes us with her through her years in South Africa involving young people in theatre projects helping to overcome the stain and pain left by apartheid. And confronting and dealing with violence, abuse and HIV&AIDS.




  Angela Neustatta, Journalist and author of The Year I Turn: A Quirky A–Z of Ageing




  Congratulations to Kim on her vivid and moving account of how she went about the onerous task of setting up and running the innovative Themba (“Hope”) Project. At a time when people were beginning to be open to testing for HIV but were overwhelmed by the implications, she and her colleagues helped many to comprehend the enormity of the Aids pandemic. I hope this book will affirm the work she and Themba did, recognise those who were given the courage to be tested, and constitute a tribute to those who did not survive the scourge.




  The Most Revd Thabo Makgoba Archbishop of Cape Town, and author of Faith and Courage – Praying with Mandela
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  This book is for my children, Sally and Andrew, and my grandchildren Elliot, Niamh and Esme.




  Also for Bongani, Mary, Thabo and all the actor-educators who joined Themba.




  And, of course, for Theresa.




  * * *




  In memory of Richard and Sheila Attenborough and Mary Mpho Masita




  * * *




  Let us then try what love can do to mend a broken world.
 William Penn, Quaker, 1644–1718




  * * *




  This is my story – it is my account of events. It may not always accord with other people’s memories.




  * * *









  

  Part One




  1964–1965




  

  There is a lovely road that runs from Ixopo into the hills. These hills are grass-covered and rolling, and they are lovely beyond all singing of it ... the grass is rich and matted, you cannot see the soil. It holds the rain and the mist, and they seep into the ground, feeding the streams in every kloof.




  Alan Paton, Cry, the Beloved Country


  









  



  Prologue




  South Africa, 1964




  The wooden hut is packed with an audience of old men and matrons, teenagers and children. There are women with babies humped on their backs, strapped on with colourful towels secured with huge safety pins. More than three hundred people are gathered here. We even have a semi-circle of ragged little ones, three rows deep, sitting bunched together behind us on the stage, and we can see more children, most of them barefoot, peeping in through the door at the back. Some members of the audience are standing squashed up against the walls while others perch on rickety chairs and benches. We are a company of young actors from Britain performing The Comedy of Errors in the dusty Mofolo Community Hall in Soweto. The sun streams through the broken windows and onto the backs of the spectators as they lean forward. English is their second or even third language. They furrow their brows in concentration as they try to catch the unfamiliar words.




  The character of Doctor Pinch, a conjuror and exorcist, terrifies the audience. They shriek in fear as he climbs his ladder and frightens them with his magic. Scattering glitter, he intones, Mistress, both man and master is possess’d; I know it by their pale and deadly looks. They must be bound and laid in some dark room. There are howls of laughter at the lines In what part of her body stands Ireland? Marry, sir, in her buttocks. The audience is enthralled; gripped by the misunderstandings in the story, fascinated by the different characters and shocked by the sexual innuendos. They boo the baddies, and cheer when the dénouement arrives.




  After the performance the headmaster of the local school stands up. He is a short, square man with a wide smile. He mops the sweat from his forehead then tucks the hankie back into the breast pocket of his dowdy suit.




  “You have entertained us, so now we will sing for you,” he announces as he strides from his bench to the makeshift stage. The children from the local primary school shuffle to their feet – they have learnt and practised a song especially for us. We, the actors, dressed incongruously in Regency costume, sit along the edge of the low platform, while in perfect African harmony the children sing If You Ever Go Across the Sea to Ireland.




  The fourth verse runs:




  

  Yet the strangers came and tried to teach us their way.




  They scorned us just for bein’ what we are.




  But they might as well go chasing after moonbeams




  Or light a penny candle from a star.


  




  I gaze at these smiling children standing bright-eyed, their faces turned up, singing this song of beauty, longing and oppression, and I wonder about their lives. What do they learn in school? What sort of future is in front of them? It’s obvious from their bare feet and worn school uniforms that they are poor. What chances do they have in life under an apartheid regime that thwarts every opportunity for them to reach their potential?




  Now everyone in the audience rises up and, flouting the law, they stand with right fists raised in defiance as they sing Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika.




  We stand too, wipe our cheeks, and raise our right fists in solidarity. We don’t know the words, but as the black audience and the white actors face each other across that dirty wooden shack, in the heat and dust of the afternoon, there is a moment of profound connection as the hymn bursts forth:




  



  Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika (Lord Bless Africa)




  Maluphakanyisw’ uphondo lwayo (May her glory be lifted high)




  Yizwa imithandazo yethu (Hear our petitions)




  Nkosi Sikelela (Lord bless us)




  Thina lusapho lwayo (Us your children)




  Woza Moya, (Come Spirit)




  Woza Moya, woza Moya,




  Woza Moya,




  Woza Moya, woza Moya,




  Woza Moya oyingcwele (Come Holy Spirit)




  Nkosi Sikelela (Lord bless us)




  Thina lusapho lwayo. (Us your children)







  One day, Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika will be incorporated into the national anthem of South Africa. Now, in 1964, it is prohibited by the Government. Singing it is an illegal act, and if we are discovered we could all be arrested.









 

   Chapter 1




   London/South Africa, 1964




  Margaret Dalton, an attractive, dark-haired woman, approached me and whispered, “How do you fancy auditioning for a theatre group going to South Africa?”




  “What?” I was leaning against the tiled wall at the back of a school hall in South Kensington. I was part of a drama evening class, where Margaret, too, was a member, and I was watching a rather dreary rehearsal.




  “A theatre company. They’re going to take a couple of Shakespeare plays to South Africa. If you want to audition, I’ll give you the details.”




  “Oh. Okay. Thanks.”




  Margaret wasn’t the most reliable bearer of information, and I had no idea how she came to know about the auditions. Nevertheless, I was intrigued. At the time, I was working as a children’s journalist, enjoying London in the “Swinging Sixties”. I had a reasonable salary, a small flat and lots of friends. I was twenty-one years old, naïve and immature. The Beatles, who had exploded onto the scene, the Twist, music, night clubs, coffee shops in Soho, Biba in Kensington Church Street and Mary Quant in the King’s Road, had drawn me into a carefree, fun-filled existence. I didn’t bother to take a daily paper. I had no interest in politics, let alone in a faraway country like South Africa, about which I knew almost nothing.




  Four years earlier, in March 1960, I’d been standing by the balustrade overlooking Trafalgar Square watching hundreds of people at a rally. They were protesting about a massacre that had occurred in a place called Sharpeville. I learnt that the police in the township had fired on the crowd who had been standing outside the police station demonstrating against something called the “pass laws”. Sixty-nine people had been killed – most of them shot in the back as they’d tried to run away.




  I remember turning to my companion as I watched the protest and asking him, “What has this to do with us here in England?”




  The following morning as I walked from Charing Cross Station I saw red paint had been poured down the steps of South Africa House. I supposed it was to symbolise the blood of the people who had been killed. I was shocked at the vandalism, and “tut-tutted” to myself. But at the same time, I sensed the paint held great significance and was ashamed by my reaction.




  I was confused. Never having had the sort of schooling which encouraged independent thought, or an interest in world affairs, I was unsure how I felt about people protesting in such a public manner. I’d had a sheltered upbringing, and was bored and naughty at school. My sister and I had been sent to a private girls’ school in Eltham, south-east London, the full title of which was “Babington House – an Establishment for Young Ladies”. It sounded, and was, very like an old-fashioned “Dame” school. There were four Houses, each one named, bizarrely, after a military commander from World War One: Kitchener, Jellicoe, French and Haig. I was in Kitchener House, and our verse from the school song ran:


 

  Kitchener stands for courage and strength,


  Not yielding to sloth nor wrong.




  Duty the watchword, steadfast the will,


  Kitchener House be strong!


  




  Incredibly inappropriate for little girls.




  Eventually, I was expelled for a minor misdemeanour: touching a teacher’s tin of Sharp’s toffees. Touching other people’s belongings – especially those of a teacher – was expressly forbidden, so I was told to “put on your hat and coat, girl, and go home.”




  I couldn’t imagine “behaving badly” in public. But this protest in Trafalgar Square showed me that people were prepared to risk censure or even arrest in order to voice their anger about injustice. I was intrigued, but put the whole affair out of my mind. Nonetheless, a seed had been sown.




  What harm could auditioning for the Shakespeare theatre company do? If I succeeded, I would have the chance to see something of the world. I decided to phone the number Margaret had given me, and was told to go to an address in Fulham.




  Alexandra Dane, a striking South African actress and one of the two directors responsible for the tour, answered my ring at her door. She was tall, big-busted and voluptuous, with blonde hair flowing down her back. She ushered me into a high-ceilinged room with dark red curtains draped at the long windows. We ran through a couple of scenes from Shakespeare, and then Sandy (as she liked to be known) gave me direction, telling me how she wanted me to stand, gesture and speak the lines.




  “Good,” she said after about ten minutes’ work, “you take direction well – and you look right. You’re not tall, and your hair is good too – I need someone fair to contrast with Jean Dempsey – she’s one of the other actresses. You’ll have to wear it up, though, for both plays.”




  “D ... do you mean I’ve passed the audition? You want me to come on the tour?”




  “Definitely. You’re what I’m looking for. Any questions?”




  I was dazed and my brain wasn’t functioning properly. Was it really this simple? I tried to think of things I should ask, but nothing surfaced.




  “Stephen’ll send you a pack of information about everything: departure dates, money, jabs, that sort of thing. Okay? He’s the other director.”




  I nodded dumbly.


  “Oh, and one more thing: do you sew? I need you to make your own costume. An Empire-line dress. I’ll post you the material. Can you do that?”




  I could.


  “Good. See you in a couple of months. In Cambridge. That’s where we’re going to begin our rehearsals.”




  As I left Sandy’s flat, I thought my head might explode. I had passed the audition! I was going to South Africa! I wondered what had made Margaret come and speak to me as I’d leant against the wall at the school. Why hadn’t she talked to Anne or Vicki, or any of the other young women who’d been at the drama class? Perhaps she had, but they weren’t interested. Perhaps I had just happened to be standing there at exactly the right moment.




  Two plays, The Comedy of Errors and Love’s Labour’s Lost, had been chosen for the tour to celebrate the four hundredth anniversary of Shakespeare’s birth. A few days after the audition, Stephen Gray sent me copies of the scripts and the paperwork from the English Academy of South Africa – an organisation dedicated to enhancing all things English in the Afrikaner-led Republic. Stephen, a student at Cambridge University, and Sandy Dane, a professional actress and director, had been invited to put together a company of actors for the tour. The Academy had written:


  



  

     First and foremost the object of the tour is to present the plays to people who wouldn’t normally get to a theatre – Black and Coloured schools, particularly. To quote from the English Academy secretary’s letter: “We are perfectly well aware of how bitter the feeling is overseas about our racial policies (nobody abhors them more than the English Academy). But the University Great Hall here in Jo’burg is one of the few theatres in the country where we can have mixed audiences, and Non-whites will be free to come to any of the performances you have here ... the few performances we will ask you to do for Whites only will be to fleece them of their money in order to bring you out here at all.”


  


  



  I didn’t understand any of this, so decided to simply get on with learning my lines. I was lucky that Shakespeare’s language held no terrors for me. My mother had been an actress at the Old Vic Theatre before the war, and had performed in a number of Shakespeare plays. I had imbibed a love of the Bard from her. I used to run up and down the garden yelling (and misquoting) lines from Romeo and Juliet:




  

     A rose by any other name would smell as sweet. So Romeo would, were he not Romeo called, retain that dear perfection which he owes without that title ....







  Back then, I had thought it was Romeo’s own sweet smell Shakespeare was referring to.




  I remember coming home from Brownies one day and hearing a strange, strangled noise emanating from the sitting room. I peered around the door and saw my mother, hands clasping her neck, flinging herself backwards onto the sofa with a cry of Oh my dear Hamlet, the drink, the drink! I am poisoned ... She had joined the local Eltham Players and was rehearsing for Queen Gertrude.




  My father, meanwhile, would have been happier if he could have stayed in the Royal Navy after the war. He’d been a Lieutenant Commander on the HMS Ulster Queen, travelling in hideous, freezing conditions back and forth to Russia with the Arctic convoys. Toiling behind a desk at Imperial Chemical Industries for the rest of his working life was – to say the least – extremely tough.




  My parents had been next-door neighbours when they were children, and once they had grown up (she extremely beautiful, and he handsome in his naval uniform) they had fallen in love and married. My father had not wanted to be a “stage-door Johnny” so my mother gave up the professional stage to have her three children: my sister Hazel, who became a nurse, then me, and then my younger brother Mike, who grew up to be an artist and art teacher. I had always wanted to be an actress like my mother, but hadn’t the confidence to audition again and again for drama school. One rejection from the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art had been enough for me so I had trained instead as a journalist.




  * * *




  A few weeks after my audition in Fulham I travelled to St John’s College in Cambridge for six days of rehearsals. The other actors were a mix of professionals and Cambridge undergraduates, who talked knowledgeably about South Africa and the tour we were about to embark on. There would later be a vehement row in the Cambridge press about it, with a large, vociferous section of the student population demanding that it be cancelled because of the apartheid regime. The University eventually stepped in and decided that, as long as the word “University” was not used in any publicity material, the tour could go ahead. I knew nothing of this at the time, and even though I was a bit older than most of the students, I felt lost: I had no experience of higher education, and didn’t know how to converse with these people who seemed to me to be exceedingly intelligent. My life had not prepared me for intellectual conversation or even for having my own opinion on anything that mattered.




  I did, however, understand Shakespeare, and I knew how to speak the verse. I had also had more “life experience” than the undergraduates, and so, as the week progressed, I began to feel a little more comfortable, and started to enjoy the rehearsals.




  On 21 June 1964, our group set off from Stansted Airport in a juddering, propeller-driven aeroplane. It was a scary, two-day flight with frequent stops for re-fuelling and a traumatic roller-coaster of a ride through a massive electric storm. Richard Huggett, one of my fellow actors, said his rosary as the plane lurched, dipped and rattled. Colin Harris was repeatedly sick into a paper bag.




  At Jan Smuts airport we staggered exhausted down the steps of the plane and across the tarmac, shielding our eyes from the bright sunlight. Sandy Dane’s mother was there to greet us, surrounded by a crowd of people who had volunteered to be our hosts.




  “Hello, dear, it’s very good to meet you. Welcome to South Africa.” Mrs Hodgson, a tall, imposing woman, heavily made-up and wearing a navy blue suit, looked down at me. She welcomed me kindly, if somewhat formally. Then she turned and her manner changed completely as she stridently instructed a porter, “Won’t you put the bags in the boot?”




  Suitcases stowed, Sandy and I were driven off to her family home in the smart northern suburb of Morningside in Johannesburg. With a crunch of tyres we swung through the gates onto the gravel drive, drawing up in front of an imposing house. A male servant came out to take our suitcases. I felt embarrassed as I could easily have carried mine myself, but that clearly wasn’t expected. The house was cool and light, and smelled of Johnson’s Wax furniture polish and baking. A black woman with a sweet face and wearing a pretty floral overall came forward to greet Sandy. They didn’t hug or shake hands even though I could see by their smiles they were glad to see each other again.




  “Welcome home, Miss Sandy,” said the servant, and she bobbed a brief curtsey.




  In the sitting room we sat on large, squishy sofas and were served tea in china cups, along with freshly-baked cakes. The walls were covered with flowery wallpaper; French windows opened onto a beautiful garden of trees and shrubs. It was winter in Johannesburg, but the sun was shining brightly and it was warm. Shown to my room, I lay on the bed, looking out through the window at the clear blue sky. I soon nodded off to sleep.




  Mrs Hodgson was a kind hostess and tried to make me feel at home, but I was on edge much of the time. Her moods seemed to fluctuate unpredictably: one minute she was sweet and charming, the next, severe and authoritative. The frequent changes in my hostess’ behaviour confused me and I wondered if she really wanted me in her house. Then on the morning of the third day, sitting at the laden breakfast table, the sharp sunshine streaming in through the windows, I suddenly saw what had been in front of me ever since I’d arrived. The difference in Mrs Hodgson’s attitude and tone of voice depended on the skin colour of the person she was speaking to. I was flabbergasted.




  Now that I’d recognised what was happening I saw this dual behaviour in other white South Africans. I began to watch and listen closely. I heard whites speaking to blacks in voices which were a mixture of patronising and aggressive, and I saw how black Africans gave way to white people on the pavements in the town. In the suburbs, during their brief time away from work, black servants would sit together on the neatly-cut grass outside the houses where they were employed. The maids, dressed in uniforms of pink or blue with white aprons and caps, would chat quietly while white South Africans drove past in their shiny cars, never acknowledging the presence of the black people only inches away.




  * * *




  We went to South Africa a disparate bunch of actors – twelve men and five women, and a stage manager – but after two weeks of rehearsal in a large wooden hut on the campus of Witwatersrand University, a close-knit theatre company had emerged. We built our sets, gathered and organised props, and helped each other with costumes. Then we set off on the tour, me clasping my mother’s stage make-up box proudly on my lap.




  Nothing had prepared me for the vastness of South Africa, the friendliness of the people, nor the brilliant blue of the sky. As our coach, with the words “Cambridge Shakespeare Tour of South Africa” emblazoned on each side, trundled through the country, I gazed out of the window at the sensuous hills, inhaling the warm air and pungent earth-smell. I watched small boys with sticks herd black-and-white cows towards the cattle kraals; saw yellow weaver birds fly between dried-up shrubs, piercing the air with their “zik-zik-zik” cry. Xhosa women dressed in wraparound skirts and thick jumpers carried burdens on their heads to their rondavels, hips swaying as they walked, etched by the winter sun against the green-grey scrub.




  Our first stop was Pietermaritzburg, Natal, where we performed to audiences of dignitaries and members of the public. We received an enthusiastic reception, and were accommodated by local people in their homes. These rather staid South Africans welcomed our youthful, lively and somewhat irreverent approach to the plays. They told us they enjoyed hearing Shakespeare spoken “properly”, with English accents. We travelled on, playing in Grahamstown, Cape Town, Bloemfontein and Pretoria.




  Throughout the tour we performed only in university theatres where it was legally possible to play to mixed audiences. Almost all the faces we saw, however, were white. Most black people lived outside the towns, and it was difficult, if not impossible, for them to travel into the cities at night. I imagined it would be intimidating for a black person to enter the hallowed university halls, filled to capacity with white people. This made me upset and angry. I wanted everyone, regardless of the colour of their skin, to have the opportunity to see the plays.




  After two months on the road, we returned to Johannesburg and set up an alternative tour for people who lived in the townships. But we needed authorisation first: whites were forbidden from entering black areas without special permission. We applied for permits, a few strings were pulled, and we were successful. We set out in the afternoons in our bus, visiting some of the towns and townships around Johannesburg and Pretoria: Evaton, Luipaarsdsvlei, Benoni, Springs and Soweto. Although these were the areas where black and coloured South Africans lived, I felt more at home here than in the white areas of Johannesburg or the houses we had stayed in during the tour. We were given lively and enthusiastic welcomes in the townships. After one particularly animated afternoon, we returned to the State Theatre in Pretoria to perform to the “great and good” of South Africa. The audience consisted of dinner-jacketed white men, many of them in the government, and white women dripping with pearls and diamonds. It was hard not to spit Shakespeare at them as they sat upright in the stalls watching the play.




  By contrast, our audiences in the townships were excited and enthusiastic, cheering and clapping.




  “Please come back. Come back and show us your other play.”


  “Thank you for coming.”


  “Thank you, madam, thank you.”




  At the end of these shows helping hands lifted our scenery into the coach, although most of our props ended up given away or purloined. Children dashed around in excitement, proudly displaying their newly-acquired helmets and having play fights with our wooden swords.




  Travelling through South Africa, I had already fallen in love with the landscape. Here, in the dirty community halls of the townships, I fell in love with the country again – this time, with its people.











  Chapter 2




  Johannesburg, 1964–1965




  A strange metamorphosis had happened during the tour: South Africa had begun to feel more like home than England. I was enjoying being a free spirit, away from the constraints of my suburban upbringing. I had never questioned the views held by my parents, my teachers or my friends, and I had certainly never dwelt on the big questions about Life. But this country had set me interrogating all my previous assumptions – assumptions I didn’t even realise I’d had.




  There were stirrings, awakenings in me. I needed to find out more about South Africa, bursting as it was with contrasts and surprises. There were secrets locked in the rust-brown earth, in the dusty townships and in the sprawling, white-owned homes in the smart northern suburbs of Johannesburg.




  In London I had a South African friend, Ian Strauss, a drama student at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art. I contacted his parents in Jo’burg.




  “You must come and stay with us,” they insisted, “while you get yourself sorted out.”




  Number Sixteen, 8th Street, Houghton, was spacious and imposing (at least to my eyes), with a huge garden of sweeping lawns. Tall pillars stood each side of a wide front door with a triangular portico above. I felt intimidated by the grandeur, but Mr and Mrs Strauss were kind to me and did their best to make me feel at home.




  Jacobus Gideon Nel Strauss (known as JGN) was a retired politician and had been the leader of the United Party from 1950 to 1953, when the Nationalist Government was developing its apartheid policies. As leader of the opposition, JGN had tried, but failed, to halt the progress of the draconian laws which relegated black, Indian and coloured people to the lower echelons of society.




  Joy Strauss was part of the women’s “Black Sash” organisation. Its members, most of whom were white and middle class, stood silently at street corners in the centre of Johannesburg wearing wide black ribbons draped over their shoulders, protesting against the injustices inflicted on the black and coloured population. I often saw these women standing on the pavement in their neat hats, short white gloves and 1950s-style cotton frocks, enduring catcalls and insults from the occupants of cars driving past. Many Black Sash women were married, and their husbands were sometimes threatened with dismissal from their jobs if they didn’t keep their wives under control.




  JGN and Joy shared their insights into South Africa with me, and life in their house was easy, comfortable and secure. But as I began to find my way around Johannesburg, I wanted more independence. I didn’t need to apply for a work or residence permit: I was young, British and white, which meant if I wanted to stay, I could. It wouldn’t have been so easy if my skin had been of a darker hue or if I hadn’t been from the Commonwealth.




  I found a room to rent in a house in Parktown, a place very different from the comfort and elegance of the Strauss family home. It was grubby, bohemian and untidy, and shared by subversive young people. The men were bearded and played guitars; the young women flounced about in long skirts and floppy blouses. They spent every evening around the big pine table in the communal kitchen loudly discussing politics over supper, and debating whether sabotage was a legitimate form of protest.




  “These pass laws are an infringement of personal liberty,” said Johan. “Can’t we do something about them?”




  “We don’t have to carry passes,” argued Piet.


  “Joseph does,” countered Marieka. “We could protest on his behalf. It would be too dangerous for him.”




  “Maybe for us, too,” Piet said.




  Joseph was the servant who cooked and cleaned, but he was treated with respect and ate his meals with the rest of us.




  Sometimes, we held parties with both black and white guests, which was illegal unless the front door was left open and our black friends were given no alcohol. A young woman who lived in the converted stable block at the back of the house had a black lover who sometimes stayed with her at night. The Immorality Act of 1957 prohibited sexual or “immoral or indecent” acts between white people and anyone not white. The penalty was up to seven years imprisonment for both partners, so they were taking a big risk. They were putting the rest of us in danger too, because if they were discovered, we’d all be rounded up for questioning.




  I was thrown into a heady mix of subversion, protest and anti-government activity. It was exciting and scary.




  One hot summer afternoon some of us went to the family home of a young man who camped out occasionally at our house. There was a swimming pool set in beautifully manicured gardens, and I lay on a li-lo letting the sun soak into my body. I was wearing an orange bikini and sipping gin and tonic. I listened to the subdued conversation of the young people lolling around the pool in their swimsuits.




  “We should blow up the pylons out on the East Rand,” said Johan.




  “That’s too risky,” Marieka replied.


  “Not if we plan carefully.”


  “I don’t like the idea of using explosives.”


  “What do you suggest we do? It’s okay as long as no one gets hurt.”




  “But how can we guarantee that?”




  “Ag, man, you’re too soft,” answered Johan, and turned to talk to the others.




  “Sabotage is the only way forward,” he said, and they nodded in agreement.




  They were members of one of the many resistance movements in South Africa, and prepared to use force in the fight against apartheid. The irony was not lost on any of us: here we were, benefitting from our pale pigmentation, surrounded by luxury and servants, while attempting to subvert the very government which was responsible for our privilege.




  As I sipped my drink and listened to the talk, I asked myself what I thought about the use of violence. Was I equipped to join the struggle? Was it my fight? I was not, after all, a South African. What if I was arrested – did I know anything that would be useful to the authorities? How would I cope under questioning? I had no confidence that I would survive torture or solitary confinement.




  * * *




  I decided to audition for the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC). Here was an opportunity to fulfil my ambition to be a professional actress. I could do a range of English accents, and because I could pass for a boy as my voice was low and my name genderless, I was given a range of roles. No television was allowed in the country because the Calvinist government believed it was a corrupting influence, so radio was the only broadcast medium of entertainment. I played John in Peter Pan, and a little round red cheese for Listen with Mother. One afternoon I was a prostitute, a boy scout and a housewife – all in the same play. I worked in the theatre, too, and played Lydia Languish in The Rivals, by Sheridan.




  Now I had a little money coming in, I decided to move into the centre of town. I found a one-room flat on the twelfth floor of a tall apartment block in Hillbrow, on the corner of Twist and Pietersen Street. Although the building was relatively new, cockroaches had taken up residence. In the evenings I lay in bed propped up against the wall reading, a book in one hand, a shoe in the other. I became adept at whacking the roaches behind me without turning my head. In the morning there would be splashes of blood and squidgy carcasses splattered across the wall like surreal modern art.




  I was beginning to take a serious interest in current affairs and although the domestic press was circumspect about reporting the rest of the world’s attitude to South Africa, I was nevertheless learning. I discovered that I’d arrived in South Africa with the Cambridge Shakespeare tour only two weeks after Nelson Mandela and his colleagues had begun their life sentences on Robben Island.




  Homesickness suddenly and unexpectedly descended like a grey cloud. There was a hole in the pit of my stomach, sometimes echoingly empty, sometimes filled with lead. I dreamt of England and my family. I was still uncertain whether I had any role in the struggle against apartheid, or what I felt about the use of violence. I also sensed that the net was closing in as I got to know more people in the resistance movements.




  One evening a hurried meeting was called because one of our friends had disappeared – I heard later that he’d managed to get over the border into Lesotho and had travelled to England. We never discovered who informed on him, forcing him to flee. Another young man we knew was arrested and jailed. I become aware, by the slight “click” as I lifted the receiver, that my phone was being tapped. I feared I might be picked up at any moment by the security police. The situation was becoming nerve-wracking.




  On 1 April 1965, the schoolteacher John Harris, a member of the Armed Resistance Movement and Chairman of the Non-racial Olympics Committee, was hanged for exploding a bomb in Johannesburg Park Station in July the year before. Although I was an insignificant member of our group and had never been asked to engage in acts of sabotage, or even to distribute propaganda leaflets, I realised that I knew too much about too many people. I was a weak link who was sure to crack under interrogation, and even if it didn’t come to that, was probably no use to the movement. I abhorred apartheid, but I was questioning again whether this was my fight.




  Reluctantly, it was time to pack my bags and fly home.











 Part Two




 1993–1997




 

  No one is born hating another person because of the colour of his skin, or his background, or his religion. People must learn to hate, and if they can learn to hate, they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human heart than its opposite.


  Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom, 1994


  









 

   Chapter 3




  London, 1993–1994




  “I completely disagree with everything you’ve just said, and I hope very much that I never, ever see you again.”




  These were the first words Theresa Lynne spoke to me, very firmly, gripping my hands and staring up into my eyes. It took me a moment to realise that she meant precisely the opposite. We were taking part in an exercise during a drama therapy training course in London in 1993, where participants had to say the reverse of what they meant. Theresa had sought me out among the group in order to speak these back-to-front words to me – words that were, it turned out, prophetic. She was a skinny, flat-chested New Zealander, with an attractive, laughter-lined face, a broken nose and high, almost Slavic, cheekbones. Her fine grey hair was pulled into a French pleat and her green eyes shone mischievously as she spoke. After a second or two I managed to interpret what she actually meant: she very much wanted to keep in touch, and she agreed with everything I’d said.




  The drama therapy course was being held in an old Victorian school building in Holborn. I had had a “portfolio career” in journalism, public relations, fundraising, staff management and teaching – as well as in the theatre. I was now head of a drama department in a large comprehensive school in Sussex, and had joined the course to try to discover the dividing line between drama therapy and drama teaching. What I learnt was that there was no “line” as such, and that similar games and exercises were employed in both activities. It was the contract with the participants that made the difference: they were either students or people in therapy.




  My experiences in South Africa in 1965 had made me recognise how profound my ignorance was and when I’d returned to England after that first visit, I had vowed to make up for the deficit in my education.




  Once I’d re-established myself back in London with a job and a flat, I’d enrolled for evening classes. Studying alongside jaded, chewing-gum-flicking sixteen-year-olds in a dark Victorian school in Hammersmith, I had succeeded in gaining one further O level to add to the two I already had. I applied to London University to be trained as a teacher, even though I didn’t have the necessary minimum qualifications, and was surprised and pleased when I was called for an interview.




  My trepidation, as I walked along Bedford Way to the Institute of Education, was intense. Afterwards, I was sure I’d blown it.




  “So, what makes you want to be a teacher?” I was asked.




  I took a deep breath, paused for a moment, and decided the only thing to do was to tell the truth.




  “I – it’s not that I specially want to be a teacher,” I said, “but I must get an education. While I was in South Africa I realised what I had missed when I was at school, and now I am determined, somehow, to be educated. I want – I need – to learn.”




  It sounded so pathetic – yet a few weeks later, an offer came for a place at Furzedown Teacher’s Training College. I was completely overwhelmed. I stood in the kitchen of my flat reading the letter, and my eyes blurred and my hands trembled. I felt intensely grateful.




  I loved being a student. It felt romantic to be cycling to college along Tooting High Street with my briefcase strapped to the carrier behind me and the wind in my hair. Towards the end of the three-year course, we were informed that if we achieved a distinction in the Teacher’s Certificate, we would be allowed to register with the University of London and study for a degree. Thus, after four years, I became a Bachelor of Education – the first person in my family to graduate from a university. I was incredibly proud when I donned my academic gown and received my diploma from the Queen Mother at the Royal Albert Hall in London. My mother and father and my new husband were all there to cheer me on.




  Since then, I’d had two children and been divorced. I had found my spiritual home in the Religious Society of Friends (the Quakers) where my ambivalence and doubt about Christianity was accepted – as was my questioning the existence of God. I had become a Quaker through my involvement with the peace movement in the 1980s. I was also now a trainer with the Alternatives to Violence Project (AVP), a volunteer-led Project created in New York in 1975. Inmates at Green Haven Prison had approached the local Quakers and asked them to devise programmes to help reduce some of the violence within the penitentiary, and to work with the youth to resolve conflicts. The Project had spread to a number of countries in the world, with workshops being held in many different settings.




  Theresa worked in prisons using drama techniques with inmates to explore issues like sexual health, HIV and drugs. She was, like me, an AVP trainer. We had much in common, notwithstanding our very different earlier lives: she was an only child raised on the wild West Coast of the South Island, New Zealand. Her father had been killed in the Strongman mining disaster of 1967.
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