Mathabane

w hen my mother began dropping hints that | would

' soon be going to school, | vowed never to go
because school was a waste of time. She laughed and said,
“We'll see. You don't know what you're talking about.” My
philosophy on school was that of a gang of ten-, eleven-

and twelve-year-olds whom | so revered that their every

word seemed that of an oracle.
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A boy peeks around & wall in a South African village. South Light / Gamma Liaison Network.

These boys had long left their homes and
were now living in various neighborhood
junkyards, making it on their own. They slept
in abandoned cars, smoked glue and benzene,!
ate pilchards? and brown bread, sneaked into
the white world to caddy and, if unsuccessful,
came back to the township to steal beer and
soda bottles from shebeens,’? or goods from the
Indian traders on First Avenue. Their life-style
was exciting, adventurous and full of surprises;
and I was attracted to it. My mother told me
that they were no-gooders, that they would
amount to nothing, that I should not associate

WORD S .

with them, but I paid no heed. What does she
know? I used to tell myself. One thing she did
not know was that the gang’s way of life had
captivated me wholly, particularly their philo-
sophy on school: they hated it and considered
an education a waste of time.

They, like myself, had grown up in an environ-
ment where the value of an education was never

1. benzene: a clear, poisonous liquid derived from
petroleum, used in cleaning and as a motor fuel.

2. pilchards (pYl’chardz): sardines.
3. shebeens (sha-bénz’): unlicensed taverns.

CTO: - captivate: (kdp'te-vat') « to attract and hold; fascinate

KNQW -




emphasized, where the first thing a child learned
was not how to read and write and spell, but
how to fight and steal and rebel; where the
money to send children to school was grossly
lacking, for survival was first priority. I kept my
membership in the gang, knowing that for as
long as I was under its influence, I would never
.go to school. '

One day my mother woke me
up at four in the morning.

“Are they here? I didn’t hear
any noises,” I asked in the usual
way.

“No,” my mother said. “I
want you to get into that wash-
tub over there.”

“What!” I balked, upon hearing the word
washtub. 1 feared taking baths like one feared
the plague. Throughout seven years of hectic
living the number of baths I had taken could be
counted on one hand with several fingers
missing. I simply had no natural inclination for
water; cleanliness was a trait I still had to
acquire. Besides, we had only one bathtub in the
house, and it constantly sprung a leak.

“I said get into that

tub!” My mother shook

What do the mother's b f;n%er In nlly iacg- .
actions seem to be eluctantly, 1 obeyed,

leading to? yet wondered why all of
a sudden I had to take a
bath. My mother, armed with a scropbrush and
a piece of Lifebuoy soap, purged me of years
and years of grime till I ached and bled. As I
howled, feeling pain shoot through my limbs as
the thistles of the brush encountered stubborn
calluses, there was a loud knock at the door.
Instantly my mother leaped away from the tub
and headed, on tiptoe, toward the bedroom. Fear
seized me as I, too, thought of the police. I sat
frozen in the bathtub, not knowing what to do.
“Open up, Mujaji* [my mother’s maiden
name],” Granny’s voice came shrilling through
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the door. “It’s me.”

My mother-heaved a sigh of relief; her tense
limbs relaxed. She turned and headed. to the
kitchen door, unlatched it, and in came Granny
and Aunt Bushy.

“You scared me half to death,” my mother

. said to Granny. “I had forgotten all about your

coming.”

What's going on? What's Granny doing
at our house this ungodly hour of the
morning?

“Are you ready?” Granny asked my mother.

“Yes—just about,” my mother said, beckon-
ing me to get out of the washtub.

She handed me a piece of cloth to dry myself.
As I dried myself, questions raced through my
mind: What’s going on? What's Granny doing
at our house this ungadly hour of the morning?
And why did she ask my mother, “Are you
ready?” While I stood debating, my mother
went into the bedroom and came out with a
stained white shirt and a pair of faded black
shorts. '

“Here,” she said, handing me the togs, “put
these on.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Put them on [ said!”

I put the shirt on; it was grossly loose fitting.
It reached all the way down to my ankles. Then
I saw the reason why: it was my father’s shirt!

“But this is Papa’s shirt,” I complained. “It
don’t fit me.”

“Put it on,” my mother insisted. “I'll make
it fie.”

“The pants don’t fit me either,” I said.
“Whose are they anyway?”

4, Mujaji (md6-jd'jé).



~put them on,” my mother said. “I'll make .

fie.”
{hc:;oments later | had the garments on; I looked

diculous. MY mother started working on the
" and shirt 0 make them fit. She folded the
PJn:Sm so many intricate ways and stashed it
5h|:de the pants, they too having been folded
|I;15ﬂ;ll umes at the waist. She then choked the
w‘nti 41 the waist with a piece of sisal rope to
hZICi them up. She then lavishly smeared my
face, arms and legs with a mixture of pig’s fat
1nd vaseline. “This will insulate you from the
cold,” she said. My skin gleamed like the morn-
ing star, and I felt as hot as the center of the
sun, and [ smelled God knows like what. After
embalming me, she headed to the bedroom.

«Where are we going, Gran’ma?” I said,
hoping that she would tell me what my mother
cefused to tell me. I'still had no idea [ was
about to be taken to school.

«Didn’t your mother tell you?” Granny said
with a smile. “You’re going to start school.”

«What!” I gasped, leaping from the chair
where I was sitting as if it were made of hot
lead. “I am not going to school!” I blurted out
and raced toward the kitchen door.

My mother had just reappeared from the
bedroom, and guessing what I was up to, she
velled, “Someone get the door!”

Aunt Bushy immediately barred the door. I
turned and headed for the window. As I leaped
for the windowsill, my mother lunged at me
and brought me down. I tussled, “Let go of me!
[ don’t want to go to school! Let me go!” but
my mother held fast onto me.

“It’s no use now,” she said, grinning trium-
phantly as she pinned me down. Turning her
head in Granny’s direction, she shouted,
“Granny! Get a rope quickly!”

Granny grabbed a piece of rope nearby and
came to my mother’s aid. I bit and clawed every
hand that grabbed me, and howled protestations
against going to school; however, I was no

match for the two determined matriarchs.S In a
jiffy they had me bound, hands and feet.

“What’s the marter with him?” Granny, bewild-
ered, asked my mother. “Why did he suddenly
turn into an imp when I told him you’re taking
him to school?” ,

“You shouldn’t have told him that he’s being
taken to school,” my mother said. “He doesn’t
want to go there. That’s why I requested you come
today, to help me take him there. Those boys in
the streets have been a bad influence on him.”

As the two matriarchs hauled me through the
door, they told Aunt Bushy not to go to school
but stay behind and mind the house and the
children.

T he sun was beginning to rise from beyond
the veldé when Granny and my mother
dragged me to school. The streets were begin-
ning to fill with their everyday traffic: old men
and women, wizened, bent and ragged, were
beginning their rambling; workless men and
women were beginning to assemble in their
usual coteries” and head for shebeens in the
backyards where they discussed how they escaped
the morning pass raids® and contemplated the
conditions of life amidst intense beer drinking
and vacant, uneasy laughter; young boys and
girls, some as young as myself, were beginning
their aimless wanderings along the narrow,
dusty streets in search of food, carrying bawling
infants piggyback.

As we went along some of the streets, boys
and girls who shared the same fears about
school as I were making their feelings known

S. matriarchs (ma’tré-arks’): female rulers of families,
clans, or tribes.

6. veld (v&lt): in South Africa, an area of grassland.

7. coteries (k6’ta-réz): close circles of friends, usually with
common interests.

. pass raids: police raids regularly conducted under
apartheid to check that black South Africans had the
papers authorizing them to be in particular areas.

KAFFIR BOY 71



Children play among the roughly built shacks, or shanties, in Khayelitsha, South Africa,
a settlement near Cape Town. Copyright © Louise Gubb / JB Pictures Led.

in a variety of ways. They were howling their
protests and trying to escape. A few managed
to break loose and make a mad dash for free-
dom, only to be recaptured in no time,
admonished or whipped, or both, and ordered
to march again.

As we made a turn into Sixteenth Avenue, the
street leading to the tribal school I was being
taken to, a short, chubby black woman came
along from the opposite direction. She had a
scuttle? overflowing with coal on her doek-
covered (cloth-covered) head. An infant, bawling
deafeningly, was loosely swathed with a piece of
sheepskin onto her back. Following closely
behind the woman, and picking up pieces of
coal as they fell from the scuttle-and placing
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them in a small plastic bag, was a half-naked, |
potbellied and thumb-sucking boy of about
four. The woman stopped abreast. For some
reason we stopped too.

«T wish I had done the same to my oldest
son,” the strange woman said in a regretful
voice, gazing at me. I was confounded by her
stopping and offering her unsolicited opinion.

«I wish I had done that to my oldest son,”
she repeated and suddenly burst into tears;
amidst sobs, she continued, “before . . . the
street claimed him . . . and . . . turned him into
a tsotsi.” 10

9. scuttle: a metal pail for carrying coal.

10. tsotsi (tsdt’sé): a street hoodlum armed with a knife or
some other weapon.




Granny and my mother offered consolatory
cemarks to the strange woman.

“But it’s too late now,” the strange woman
continued, tears now streaming freely down her

putfy cheeks. She made no attempt to dry them.

I[s too late now,” she said for the second
rime, “he’s beyond any help. I can’t help him
even if ] wanted to. Uswile'! [He is dead).”

“How did he die?” my mother asked in a
sympathetic voice.

«He shunned school and,
instead, grew up to live by the
knife. And the same knife he lived
by ended his life. That’s why
whenever I see a boy child refuse
to go to school, I stop and tell the
story of my dear little mbitsini?
[heartbreak].”

Having said that, the strange woman left as
mysteriously as she had arrived.

“Did you hear what that woman said!” my
mother screamed into my ears. “Do you want -
the same to happen to you?”

[ dropped my eyes. I was confused.

“Poor woman,” Granny said ruefully. “She
must have truly loved her son.”

Finally, we reached the school, and I was -
ushered into the principal’s office, a tiny cubicle
facing a row of privies!? and a patch of
yellowed grass.

“So this is the rascal we’d been talking
about,” the principal, a tall, wiry man,
foppishly'* dressed in a black pinstriped suit,
said to my mother as we entered. His austere,
shiny face, inscrutable and imposing, reminded
me of my father. He was sitting behind a brown
table upon which stood piles of dust and
cobweb-covered books and papers. In one
upper pocket of his jacket was arrayed a variety
of pens and pencils; in the other nestled a lily-

white handkerchief whose presence was more
decorative than utilitarian. Alongside him stood
a disproportionately portly black woman,
fashionably dressed in a black skirt and a white
blouse. She had but one pen, and this she held
in her hand. The room was hot and stuffy and
buzzing with flies.

“Yes, Principal,” my mother answered, “this
is he.”

“He’s just like the rest of them . ..
Once they get out into the streets,
they become wild.”

“I see he’s living up to his notoriety,”
remarked the principal, noticing that I had been
bound. “Did he give you too much trouble?”

“Trouble, Prmcxpal ” my mother sighed. “He
was like an imp.”

“He’s just like the rest of them, Principal,”
Granny sighed. “Once they get out into the
streets, they become wild. They take to the many
vices of the streets like an infant takes to its
mother’s milk. They begin to think that there’s
no other life but the ore shown them by the .
tsotsis. They come to hate school and forget
about the future.”

“Well,” the principal said. “We’ll soon
remedy all that. Untie him.”

“He’ll run away,” my mother cried.

11. Uswile (56-swé’la).
12. mbitsini (sm-bYt-sé’né).
13. privies (prYv’éz): outhouses.

14. foppishly: with great artention to niceries of clothing; in
the manner of a fop, a vain man who pays too much
attention to his clothes.

WORDS austere (0-stlr') adj. stern; strict; severely seif-disciplined
TO inscrutable (Tn-skr&d’te-bel) adj. hard to understand or interpret; mysterious
KNOW utilitarian (y&0-tYi'Y-tar'8-en) adj. useful
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“I don’t think he’s that foolish to attempt
that with all of us here.”

“He is that foolish, Principal,” my mother
said as she and Granny began untying me.
“He’s tried it before. Getting him here was an
ordeal in itself.”

The principal rose from his seat, took two
" steps to the door and closed it. As the door
swung closed, I spotted a row of canes of
different lengths and thicknesses hanging
behind it. The principal, seeing me staring at
the canes, grinned and said, in a manner
suggesting that he had wanted me to see them,
“As long as you behave, I won’t have to use
any of those on you.”

Use those canes on me? I gasped. I stared at
my mother—she smiled; at Granny—she smiled
too. That made me abandon any inkling of
escaping.

“So they finally gave you the birth certificate

and the papers,” the principal addressed my
mother as he returned to his chair.

“Yes, Principal,” my mother said, “they
finally did. But what a battle it was. It took me
nearly a year to get all them papers together.”

She took out of her hand-

bag a neatly wrapped
What conclusions can package and handed it to
you draw about the

the principal. “They’ve
mother's attitude toward  DEEM running us around
education? for sb long that there
were times when I thought
he would never attend school, Principal,” she
said. :

“That’s pretty much standard procedure,
Mrs. Mathabane,” the principal said,
unwrapping the package. “But you now have
the papers, and that’s what’s important.

“As long as we have the papers,” he
continued, minutely perusing the contents of the
package, “we won’t be breaking the law in

- TO" -
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petcloa.

admitting your son to this school, for we'll be
in full compliance with the requirements set by
the authorities in Pretoria.”!$

“Sometimes [ don’t understand the laws from
Pitori,” !¢ Granny said. “They did the same to
me with my Piet!” and Bushy. Why, Principal,
should our children not be allowed to learn
because of some piece of paper?”

“The piece of paper you're referring to, Mrs.
Mabaso [Granny’s maiden name},” the principal
said to Granny, “is as important to our children
as a pass is to us adults. We all hate passes;
therefore, it’s only natural we should harte the
regulations our children are subjected to. But as
we have to live with passes, so our children
have to live with the regulations, Mrs. Mabaso.
I hope you understand; that is the law of the
country. We would have admitted your
grandson a long time ago, as you well know,
had it not been for the papers. I hope you
understand.”

“I understand, Principal,” Granny said, “but
I don’t understand,” she added paradoxically.

One of the papers caught the principal’s eye,
and he turned to my mother and asked, “Is
your husband a Shangaan,'® Mrs. Mathabane?”

“No, he’s not, Principal,” my mother said.
“Is there anything wrong? He’s Venda,"” and
I’m Shangaan.”

The principal reflected for a moment or so
and then said, concernedly, “No, there’s nothing
seriously wrong. Nothing that we can’t take
care of. You see, Mrs. Mathabane, technically,

15. Pretoria (pri-tbr'é-3): a city north of Johannesburg that
serves as the administrative capital of South Africa.

16. Pitori (pI-tor'é): a mispronunciation of “Pretoria.”

17. Piet (pét).

18. Shangaan (shing-gin’): a member of an ethnic group of
northeastern South Africa.

19. Venda (vén’da): a member of another ethnic group of
northeastern South Africa.

_ | B2 vague idea or notiony
paradoxically (pdr'e-d8k’sT-kl8) adv. in a seemingly contradictory way



he fact that your child’s fatheris a Venda
makes him ineligible to attend this tribal school
because it is only for children whose parents are
of the Shangaan tribe. May I ask what language
the children speak at home?”

«Both languages,” my mother said worriedly,
«Venda and Shangaan. Is there anything
wrong?”

The principal coughed, clearing his throat,
then said, “I mean which language do they
speak more?”

«¢ depends, Principal,” my mother said,
swallowing hard. “When their father is around,
he wants them to speak only Venda. And when
he's not, they speak Shangaan. And when they
are out at play, they speak Zulu and Sisotho.”*

«Well,” the principal said, heaving a sigh of
relief. “In that case, I think an exception can be
made. The reason for such an exception is that
there’s currently no school for Vendas in
Alexandra. And should the authorities come
asking why we took in your son, we can tell
them that. Anyway, your child is half-half.”

Everyone broke into a nervous laugh, except
me. I was bewildered by the whole thing. I
looked at my mother, and she seemed greatly
relieved as she watched the principal register
me; a broad smile broke across her face. It was
as if some enormously heavy burden had finally
been lifted from her shoulders and her conscience.

“Bring him back two weeks from today,” the
principal said as he saw us to the deor.
“There’re so many children registering today
that classes won’t begin until two weeks hence.
Also, the school needs repair and cleaning up
after the holidays. If he refuses to come, simply
notify us, and we’ll send a couple of big boys to
come fetch him, and he’ll be very sorry if it ever
comes to that.”

As we left the principal’s office and headed

home, my mind was still against going to
school. I was thinking of running away from
home and joining my friends in the junkyard.

[ didn’t want to go to school for three reasons:
[ was reluctant to surrender my freedom and
independence over to what I heard every school-
going child call “tyrannous discipline.” I had
heard many bad things about life in tribal
school—from daily beatings by teachers and
mistresses who worked you like a mule to long
school hours—and the sight of those canes in the
principal’s office gave ample credence to rumors
that school was nothing but a torture chamber.
And there was my allegiance to the gang.

But the thought of the strange woman’s lamen-
tations over her dead son presented a somewhat
strong case for going to school: I didn’t want to
end up dead in the streets. A more compelling
argument for going to school, however, was the

" vivid recollection of all that humiliation and

pain my mother had gone through to get me the
papers and the birth certificate so I could enroll
in school. What should I'do? I was torn
between two worlds.

But later that evening something happened to
force me to go to school.

I was returning home from playing soccer
when a neighbor accosted me by the gate and
told me that there had been a bloody fight at
my home.

“Your mother and father have been at it
again,” the neighbor, a woman, said.

“And your mother left.”

I was stunned.

“Was she hurt badly?”

“A little bit,” the woman said. “But she’ll be
all right. We took her to your grandma’s place.”

I became hot with anger.

20. Zulu (256°156) and Sisotho (s1-s6°td): languages spoken
by two peoples of eastern South Africa.

WORDS  ence (krdd'ns) n. belief or believability

TO
KNOW

accost (a-kdst’) v. to approach and speak to, especially in a pushy way
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“Is anyone in the house?” I stammered, try-
ing to control my rage. '

“Yes, your father is. But I don’t think you
should go near the house. He’s raving mad.
He’s armed with a meat cleaver. He’s chased out
your brother and sisters, also. And some of the
neighbors who tried to intervene he’s threatened
to carve them to pieces. [ have never seen him
this mad before.”

I brushed aside the woman’s warnings and
went. Shattered windows convinced me that
there had indeed been a skirmish of some sort.
Several pieces of broken bricks, evidently broken
after being thrown at the door, were lying about
the door. I tried opening the door; it was locked
from the inside. I knocked. No one answered. I
knocked again. Still no one answered, until, as I
turned to leave:

“Who’s out there?” my father’s voice came
growling from inside.

“It’s me, Johannes,”?! I said.

“Go away, . . . !” he bellowed. “I don’t want
you or that . . . mother of yours setting foot in
this house. Go away before I come out there
and kill you!”

“Let me in!” I cried. “Dammit, let me in! I
want my things!”

“What things? Go away, you black swine!”

I went to the broken window and screamed
obscenities at my father, daring him to come
out, hoping that if he as much as ever stuck his
black face out, I would pelt him with the half-
a-loaf brick in my hand. He didn’t come out.
He continued launching a tirade of obscenities
at my mother and her mother. . . . He was
drunk, but I wondered where he had gotten the
money to buy beer because it was still the
middle of the week and he was dead broke. He
had lost his entire wage for the past week in
dice and had had to borrow bus fare.

“P’ll kill you someday for all you’re doing to
my mother,” I threatened him, overwhelmed
with rage. Several nosey neighbors were begin-
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Most children in South Africa dress in Western-style clothing.

ning to congregate by open windows and doors.
Not wanting to make a spectacle of myself,
which was something many of our neighbors
seemed to always expect from our family, I
backtracked away from the door and vanished
into the dark street. I ran, without stopping, all
the way to the other end of the township where
Granny lived. There I found my mother, her
face swollen and bruised and her eyes puffed up
to the point where she could scarcely see.

“What happened, Mama?” I asked, fighting
to hold back the tears at the sight of her
disfigured face.

21. Johannes (y5-hin’as): the author’s original name, which
he later changed to Mark.



«Nothing, child, nothing,” she mumbled,
almost apologetically, between swollen lips.
«Your papa simply lost his temper, that’s ail.”

«But why did he beat you up like this,
\iama?” Tears came down my face. “He’s never
peaten you like this before.” .

My mother appeared reluctant to answer me.
She looked searchingly at Granny, who was
pounding millet with pestle and mortar and
mixing it with sorghum and nuts for an African
delicacy. Granny said, “Tell him, child, tell him.
He’s got a right to know. Anyway, he’s the
cause of it all.”

“Your father and I fought because I took you
to school this morning,” my mother began. “He
had told me not to, and when I told him that I
had, he became very upset. He was drunk. We
started arguing, and one thing led to another.”

“Why doesn’t he want me to go to school?”

“He says he doesn’t have money to waste
paying for you to get what he calls a useless
white man’s education,” my mother replied.
“But I told him that if he won'’t pay for your
schooling, I would try and look for a job and
pay, but he didn’t want to hear that, also.
“There are better things for you to work for,” he
said. ‘Besides, I don’t want you to work. How -
would I look to other men if you, a woman I
owned, were to start working?” When I asked
him why shouldn’t I take you to school, seeing
that you were now of age, he replied that he
doesn’t believe in schools. I told him that school
would keep you off the streets and out of
trouble, but still he was

CLARIFY belligerent.”
Why do you think the “Is that why he beat
father has such a nega-  you up?”

tive attitude toward
education?

“Yes, he said I
disobeyed his orders.”

“He’s right; child,” Granny interjected. “He
paid lobola [bride price] for you. And your
father ate it all up before he left me.”

To which my mother replied, “But I desper-

ately want to leave this beast of a man..But

with his lobola gone I can’t do it. That worthless
thing you call your husband shouldn’t have sold
Jackson’s scrawny cattle and left you penniless.”

“Don't talk like that about your father,
child,” Granny said. “Despite all, he’s still your
father, you know. Anyway, he asked for lobola
only because he Had to get back what he spent
raising you. And you know it would have been
taboo for him to let you or any of your sisters
go without asking for lobola.”

“You and Papa seemed to forget that my
sisters and I have minds of our own,” my
mother said. “We didn’t need you to tell us
whom to marry, and why, and how. If it hadn’t
been for your interference, I could have married
that schoolteacher.”

Granny did not reply; she knew well not ro.
When it came to the act of “selling” women as
marriage partners, my mother was vehemently
opposed to it. Not only was she opposed to this
one aspect of tribal culture, but to others as well,
particularly those involving relations between
men and women and 'the upbringing of children.
But my mother’s sharply differing opinion was
an exception rather than the rule among tribal
women. Most times, many tribal women ques-
tioned her sanity in daring to question well-
established mores.?2 But my mother did not
seem to care; she would always scoff at her
opponents and call them fools in letting their
husbands enslave them completely.

Though I disliked school, largely because I
knew nothing about what actually went on
there, and the little I knew had painted a
dreadful picture, the fact that a father would
not want his son to go to school, especially a
father who didn’t go to school, seemed hard
to understand.

“Why do you want me to go to school,
Mama?” I asked, hoping that she might, some-

22. mores (mér’az’): traditional customs of a social group.
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how, clear up some of the confusion that was
building in my mind.

“I want you to have a future, child,” my
mother said. “And, contrary to what your
father says, school is the only means to a
future. I don’t want you growing up to be like
your father.” '

The latter statement hit me like a bolt of

lightning. It just about shattered every defense
mechanism and every pretext I had against going

to school.

“Your father didn’t go to
school,” she continued, dab-
bing her puffed eyes to
reduce the swelling with a
piece of cloth dipped in
warm water; “that’s why he’s
doing some of the bad things
he’s doing. Things like
drinking, gambling and neglecting his family.
He didn’t learn how to read and write;
therefore, he can’t find a decent job. Lack of
any education has narrowly focused his life. He
sees nothing beyond himself. He still thinks in
the old, tribal way and still believes that things
should be as they were back in the old days
when he was growing up as a tribal boy in
Louis Trichardt.?? Though he’s my husband,
and your father, he doesn’t see any of that.”

“Why didn’t he go to school, Mama?”

“He refused to go to school because his
father led him to believe that an education was
a tool through which white people were going
to take things away from him, like they did
black people in the old days. And that a white
man’s education was worthless insofar as black
people were concerned because it prepared
them for jobs they can’t have. But I know it
isn’t totally so, child, because times have
changed somewhat. Though our lot isn’t any
better today, an education will get you a decent
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job. If you can read or write, you'll be better
off than those of us who can’t. Take my situa-
tion: I can’t find a job because I don’t have
papers, and I can’t get papers because white
people mainly want to register people who can
read and write. But I want things to be different
for you, child. For you and your brother and
sisters. [ want you to go to school, because I
believe that an education is the key you need to
open up a new world and a new life for your-
self, a world and life different from that of

“l want you to go to school, because
| believe that an education is the key
you need to open up a new world . . "

either your father’s or mine. It is the only key
that can do that, and only those who seek it
earnestly and perseveringly will get anywhere
in the white man’s world. Education will open
doors where none seem to exist. It’ll make
people talk to you, listen to you and help you; |
people who otherwise wouldn’t bother. It will
make you soar, like a bird lifting up into the
endless blue sky, and leave poverty, hunger and
suffering behind. It’ll teach you to learn to
embrace what’s good and shun what’s bad and
evil. Above all, it’ll make you a somebody in
this world. It’ll make you grow up to be a good
and proud person. That’s why I want you to go
to school, child, so that education can do all
that, and more, for you.”

A long, awkward silence followed, during
which I reflected upon the significance of my

23. Louis Trichardt (156'Ys trfch’srt): a town in northern
South Africa.
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mother’s lengthy speech. I looked at my mother;
she looked at me.

Finally, I asked, “How come you know so
much about school, Mama? You didn’t go to
school, did you?”

“No, child,” my mother replied. “Just like
your father, I never went to school.” For the
;econd time that evening, a mere statement of
fact had a thunderous impact on me. All the
confusion I had about school seemed to leave
my mind, like darkness giving way to light. And
what had previously been a dark, yawning void
in my mind was suddenly transformed into a
beacon of light that began to grow larger and
larger, until it had swallowed up, blotted out,
all the blackness. That beacon of light seemed
to reveal things and facts, which, though they
must have always existed in me, I hadn’t been
aware of up until now.

“But unlike your father,” my mother went
on, “I've always wanted to go to school but
couldn’t because my father, under the sway of
tribal traditions, thought it unnecessary to

educate females. That’s why [ so much want
you to go, child, for if you do, I know that
someday [ too would come to go, old as I
would be then. Promise me, therefore, that no
matter what, you'll go back to school. And [, in
turn, promise that I'll do everything in my

. power to. keep you there.”

WEth tears streaming down my cheeks and
falling upon my mother’s bosom, | pro-
mised her that I would go to school “forever.”
That night, at seven and a half years of my life,
the battle lines in the family were drawn. My
mother on the one side, illiterate but determined
to have me drink, for better or for worse, from
the well of knowledge. On the other side, my
father, he too illiterate, yet determined to have
me drink from the well of ignorance. Scarcely
aware of the magnitude of the decision [ was
making or, rather, the decision which was being
emotionally thrust upon me, I chose to fight on
my mother’s side, and thus my destiny was
forever altered. &
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