Global Literature

" Name:

Kaffir Bov Studv Guide

1. In the infroduction, Mark Mathabane explains the system of Apartheid and how he escaped its
cluiches. How did Mark Mathabane escape the poverty of the Alexandra gheito?

2. The living conditions of South Africans in the Bantu locations (forced homelands) were
especially cruel. Who lived in these areas and how did the government keep most white South
Africans and the world ignorant to the extent of these conditions?

3 Describe Alexandra. How was society structured? How were jobs and living conditions based

on skin color?

4. On the map of South Africa, show where Mark’s parents came from? Why might they have

moved to Alexandra?

>

ATLANTIC OCEAN

|

Cape Of Good Hope :

Transvaal

"MOZAMBIQUE

Vaal River

-

- Kalahari Desert

INDIAN OCEAN




5. 'Who were the Peri-Urban? Describe their weapon.

6. What is the problem regarding Mark’s mother’s passbook? How is this resolved?

7. How does Mark treat his siblings when the Peri-Urban are in the neighborhood’? How could
one explain his actions? Give specific examples.

8. Who are the Msomi?

9. Although the Peri-Urban decide to leave Mark’s family alone they have already accomplished
something that affects Mark? What is this?

10. What beliefs does Mark hold? How do they affect his daily life? How might they affect him in the
future, if they remain the same?
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X Preface

Much has been written and spoken about the politics of apartheid:
the forced removals of black communities from their ancestral lands,
the Influx Control and Pass laws that mandate where blacks can live,
work, raise families, be buried; the migrant labour system that lorces
black men to live away from their families eleven months out of a
year; the breaking up of black families in the ghettos as the authoritjes
seek to create a so-called white South Africa; the bruta) suppression
of the black majority as it agitates for equal rights. But what does it
all mean in human terms?

When [ was growing up in Alexandra it meant hate, bitterness,
hunger, pain, terror, violence, fear, dashed hopes and dreams. Today
m. still means the same for millions of black children who are trapped
in the ghettos of South Africa, in & lingering nightmare of a racial
system that in many respects resembles Nazism, In the ghettos black
children fight for survival from the moment they are born. They take
to hating and fearing the police, soldiers and authorities as a baby
takes 10 its mother's breast.. : .

In my childhood these enforcers of white prerogatives and whims
represented a sinister force capable of crushing me at will; of making
my parents flee in the dead of night to esczpe arrest under the Pass
Jaws; of marching them naked out of bed because they did not have
the permit allowing them to live as husband and wife under the same
_.oo_. . ..E.Q turned my father—by repeatedly arresting him and deny-
ing him the right 10 carn a living in a way that gave him dignity—into
such a bitter man that, as he fiercely but in vain resisted the emascu-
lation, he hurt those he loved the most.

The movies, with their lurid descriptions of white violence, rein-
: _.o_”nn..._ this image of white terror and power. Often the products of

abject poverty and broken homes, many black children, for whom
.2.:2:2_ is inferior and not compulsory, have been derailed by mov.
ies into the dead-end life of crime and violence. It is no wonder that
black ghettos have one of the highest murder rates in the world, and
mo._._. African prisons are among the most packed, It was purely by
-nnam.:_ that I did not end up a tsotsi (thug, mugger, gangster), It was
no coincidence that, until the age of ten, | refused to set foot in the
white world.

The turning point came when one day in my eleventh year |
unnm:_vn:mnn_ my grandmother to her gardening job and met s white
family that did not fit the stereotypes | had grown up with. Most
blacks, exposed daily to virulent racism and dehumanized and embit-

C ——

Preface xi

tered by it, do not believe that such whites exist. From this family 1
started receiving “illegal books" like Treasure Island and David Cop-
perfield, which revealed a different reality and marked the beginning
of my revolt against Bantu education’s attempts to proscribe the limits
of my aspirations and determine my place in South African life.

At thirteen [ stumbled across tennis, a sport so “white” most
blacks thought 1 was mad for thinking 1 could excel in it; others
mistook ‘me for an Uncle Tom. Through tennis I learned the impor-
tant lesson that South Africa's 4.5 million whites are not all racists.
As 1 grew older, and got to understand them more—their fears, long-
ings, hopes, ignorance and mistaken beliefs, and they mine—this
lesson became the conviction that whites are in some ways victims of
apartheid, too, and that it is the system, not they, that has to be
destroyed; just as it was Hitler's regime that had to extirpated, not
the German people. Such an sttitude helped me survive the nightmare
into whith my life was plunged by the Soweto protests of 1976. A
tennis scholarship to .an American cellege, arranged by the profes-
sional tennis player Stan Smith, in 1978, became my passport to
freedom; :

Kaffir Boy is also about how, in order to escape from the clutches
of apartheid, I had to reject the tribal traditions of my ancestors, It
was a hard thing to do, for there were many good things in my African
heritage, which, had it been left to me to choose freely, I would have
preserved and venerated. I, 100, had the burning need like human
beings everywhere to know where | came [rom, in order to better
understand who 1 was and where I was going in this world. But
apartheid had long adulterated my heritage and traditions, twisted
them into 100ls of oppression and indoctrination. I saw at a young age
that apartheid was using tribalism to deny me equal rights, to separate
me from my black brothers and sisters, to justify segregation and
perpetuate white power and privilege, to render me subservient, doc-
ile and, therefore, exploitable. 1 instinctively understood that in order
to forge my own identity, 1o achi¢ve according to my aspirations and
dreams, to see myself the equal of any man, black or white, I had to
reject this brand of tribalism, and that in the rejection I ran the risk
of losing my heritage. I took the plunge.

Being in America has afforded me the rare opportunity of gaining
a proper perspective on my African heritage, of looking at South
Africa critically, of understanding what it means to be regarded as a
human being, of learning about the nitty-gritty of a democracy and,
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~ PART ONE

THEROAD TO

- ALEXANDRA

WARNING

.— Tiis Roap Passes THROUGH PROCLAIMED

BANTU LOCATIONS, ANY PERSON WHO ENTERS .
THE LOCATIONS WITHOUT A PERMIT RENDERS
HiMsELF LIABLE FOR PROSECUTION FOR CONTRA-

. VENING THE BANTU (URBAN AREAS) CONSOLIDA-
TIONACT 1945, AND THE LOCATION REGULATION
Act oF THE CITY OF JOHANNESBURG.

The above message can be found written on larger-than-life signs
staked on:every road leading into Alexandra, where I was born and
raised, or for that matter, Into any other black ghetto of South Africa.
It is meant to dissusde white people from entering the black world.
As a result, more than 90 percent of white South Africans go through
a lifetime without seelng firsthand the inhuman conditions under
which blacks have to survive.

Yet the white man of South Africa claims to the rest of the world
that he knows what is good for black people and what it takes for 2
black child to grow up to adulthood. He vaunts aloud that *his
blacks” in South Africa are well fed and materially better off under
the chains of apartheid than their liberated brothers and sisters in the
rest of Africa. But, in truth, these clalms and boasts are hollow.

_ The white man of South Africa certalnly does not know me. He
certainly does not know the conditions under which I was born and
had to live for cighteen years. So my story is intended 1o show him
with words a world he would otherwise not sce because of a sign and

s conscience racked with guilt and to make him feel what I felt when
he contemptuously called me a “Kaffir boy.” .

At the writing of this book the ghetto of Alexandra had just been
saved from extinction by Bishop Desmond Tutu, winner of the 1984
Nobel Peace Prize, and a group of clergymen. When the reprieve
came over half of Alexandra had already been destroyed, for the

ghetto had been on death row since 1962 when the South African
3
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6 : KAFFIR Boy

Florah—three years old—huddled alongside me, under the same
blanket, and the squeaks of rats in the cupboard, From time to time
the moon shone eerily through the window, Afraid to go back to sleep
lest 1 have another nightmare, I stayed awake, peering st the quiver-
ing blackness through the hole. The darkness seemed alive, .

My father woke up and began arguing sharply with my mother in
the bedroom, It was five o'clock by the kikilikoo (cock’s crow), time
for him to go to work. He always went to work at this ime—and he
was angry at my mother for forgetting to prepare his scufflin (food for
work). Soon’he emerged, holding s flickering tallow candle In one
hand, and a worn-out Stetson hat in the other. He silently went about
preparing his scuffiin from what was left of yesterday's pap "n'vleis
(porridge and meat). He wrapped the scufftin in sheets of old news-
papers, took ‘the family’s waslap (facecloth) from the window,
dampened it with water from s mug and wiped his face. He drank
what was left of the water In the mug. Minutes latei he was out
&Bnnr the door, on. his way to work, but not before 1 had said to
him: *“Don’t forget our fish and chips, Papa.”

“Fish and chips is tomorrow, son. Today Is Thursday. Payday Is
tomorrow." ’ : )

* 'Bye, 'bye, Papa,” .

"Go back to sleep.” . . _

As soon as he was out through the door my mother, clad only
her skimpy underwear, came into the kitchen, chamber pot In hand.
The chamber pot dripped and_had a bad smell, like the one which
always -pervided the yard whenever our neighbours hung urine-
soaked blankets and cardboard on fences to dry under the blazing
African sun. - _
' “Where are you going, Mama?"

“To the outhouse."” :

“Those bad dreams came back, Mama.”

“I’ll be back soon.” o

Before she left, she blew out the candle to save it from burning

out and took with her a book of matches, I lingered between sleep
-__.n_ wakefulness, anticipating my mother's speedy return. Twenty
minutes passed without any sign of her. I grew more afraid of the
darkness; I shut my eyes, pulled the blanket over my head and min.
utes later I was in dreamland. I had been asleep but a short while
when my mother came bursting through the door, yelling, in a winded
voice, “Get up, Johannes! Get up quickly!” And as she yelled she
reached under the table and shook me vigerously.

The Road to Alexandra . 7

“Hunh?* I mumbled sleepily, stirring but not waking up, think-
ing it-a dream.

“Get upl Get upl” she yelled again, yanking the torn blanket
covering Florah and me, and almost Instantly I aweke and heard a
door shut with a resounding slam. From then on things became rather
entangled for me. Unaware that I was still under the table I jerked

-upward, and my head banged against the top of the table. 1 winced

but didn't cry; my father had warned me that men and boys never
cry, ever. Still only half awake, I began crawling upon my hands and
knees from under the table, but the darkness was all around‘me, and
I couldn’t see where I was going.

. As 1 was crawling blindly my face rammed into one of the concrete
slabs propping one of the table's legs. I let out a scream and drew
back momentarily, dazed and smarting. At this point hslf my mind

" otill told me that I.was in a dream, but the hot pain all over my face

convinced me otherwise. I resumed groping for a way from under the
table,.to find out where my mother had suddenly gone, and why she
had awakened me, Finally I was out, I leaned myself for a while
against the side of the table and waited for the throbbing pain in my
head to cease. ;

Suddenly, as I stood leaning against the table, from outside came
a series of dreadful noises. Sirens blared, voices screamed and
shouted, wood cracked and windows shattered, children bawled, dogs
barked and footsteps pounded. 1 was bewildered; 1 had never heard
such s racket before. I was instantly seized by a feeling of terror.

““Mama! Where are you?” I screamed, groping about with one

hand; the other clutching the table. I did not know whether my
mother had gone back out, or was still in the house.

“Over here,” avoice suddenly whispered from somewhere behind

. me. It was my mother’s volce, but It sounded so faint I could barely
_hear it. I turned my head and strained to see where it was coming from

and saw nothing but darkness. Where was my mother? Why was it so
dark? Why the dreadful noises outside? My imagination ran wild,
The pitch-black room seemed alive with the voodoo spirits of my
mother's tales, ready to pounce upon me if I as much as took a step
from where I was standing. o

“Mama! Where are you?"' [ acreamed again, fear mounting inside
me. .
“I'm over here,” the disembodied voice of my mother sald from
somewhere in the dark.

I swung around and saw a candle coming out of the bedroom. It
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10 KAFFIR Boy

“1t's under the table, Mama!" 1 cried oul.

My mother thanked her ancestors. Hurriedly, she circled the
_mv_n_ reached under it, rolled Florah away from the damp cardboard
_m:na them up, and underneath, on the earthen fioor, she found :nh
_.__m_o black book. I heaved a great sigh of relicf as I watched her tuck
it into her bosom.

.7:_. sister’s naked, frail body, now on the bare floor, shook from
the icy cold seeping through a hole under the door. She coughed, then
Bon_._na.lm_ prolonged rasping sound; but she did not wake up. My
mother quickly straightened out the cardboard and rolled Florah back
to sleep and covered her with more newspapers and cardboard. More
screams came from aEmEn as more doors and windows were being
_E:R_. by the police; the vicious barking of dogs escalated, as did the
thudding of running fet. Shouts of “Mbambe! Mbambe! (Grab him!
Caich him!)” followed the screams of police whistles.

My mother was headed for the bedroom door when s shaft of very
bright light flashed through the uncurtained window and fell upon
her. Instantly she leaped behind the door and remained hidden be-
hind it. Alarmed, | dropped the candle, spilling the molten wax on
my _.on.: the room was plunged into utter darkness, for the bright
light disappeared barely seconds after it.had flashed. As 1 groped
about for the candle, the bright light again flashed through the win-
dow and flooded the kitchen. This time it stayed. It seemed daylight.

My ao_.rn- crept from behind the bedroom door and started to-

ward the kitchen door, on tiptoe. As she neared it, my year-old
Eo:._n_.. George, who slept with my mother and father on the only
bed in the ro.En. started screaming, piercing the tenuous stillness of
the house. His screams stopped my mother dead in her tracks; she
spun around and said to me, in 2 whisper, “Go quiet your brother,”

Yes, Mama,” 1 said, but [ did not go. I could not go. 1 seemed

Bo—.n.n__._._o c.n__n spot 3_.- terrifying fear of the unknown.

gone a short while,” my mother, now by the is-
pered. She stealthily opened it a crack, her a_naro.mn couwo-q...m_._zm_.___“»-
crouch, her head almost touching the floor, She hesitated » moment
or two before peering through the‘opening. The storm of screams that
‘came through the door made me think that the world was somehow
coming to zn end. Through the opening | saw policemen, with flash-
lights and what Jooked like raised cavemen'’s clubs, move searchingly
about several shacks scross the street.

“Don't forget 1o Jock the door securely behind me," my mother

e —— ———— .
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said as she ran her eyes up and down the sireet, More gunshots rang.
out; more screams and more shouts came fram somewhere deep in
the neighbourhood.

. “Don"t go, Mama!" 1 cried. "*Please don't go! Don't leave us,
pleasel” - '

She did not answer, but continued opening the door 8 liule wider
and inching her blanketed body, still bent fow, slowly forward until
she was halfway in and halfway out. Meantime in the bedroom George
continued bawling. 1 hated it when he cried like that, for it
heightened, and made more real, my feelings of confusion, terror and
helplessness.  ° : .

“Let him suck thumb,” my mother said, now slmost out of the
house. She was still bent low. She spaton the doorknob twice, a ritual
that, she once told me, protected the innocent and kept all evil spirits
away, including the police. I felt vaguely reassured seeing her perform
the ritual. : C

upnd don't forget now,";she said, “'don't ever be afraid. I'll be
back soon.” Those were her last words; and as [ watched her disap-
peat behind the shacks, swallowed up by the ominous darkness and
ominous sounds, her figure like that of 8 black-cloaked ghost, she
seemed less of the mother 1 knew and loved, and more of a desperate
fugitive flecing w_.— to her-secret lair somewhere in the inky black-
ness. Lo ;

[ immediately slammed the door shut, bolted it in three places,
blew out the candle and then scampered to the bedroom, where my
‘brother was still crying. But as 1 Rung open the bedroom door a new
and more dreadful fear gripped me and made me turn and run back
10 the front door. I suddenly remembered how the police had smashed
open the door during  raid one morning even though it had been
bolted. 1 must barricade the door this time, 1 told myself; that will
stop them. I started dragging things from all over the kitchen and

piling them up against the door—a barrel half-filled with drinking
water, & scuttie haif-filled with ecal and several tin chairs. Satisfied
that the door was now impregnable I then gcutiled back to the bed-
room and there leaped onto the bed by the latticed window.

“Shut up, you fooll” 1 yelled at my brother, but he did not quiet.
I then uttered the phrase, *“There's 8 white man outside,” which to
small black children had the same effect as *“There's a bogeyman
outside,” but still he would not stop. I then stuck my thumb into his
wide-open mouth, as my mother had told me. But George had other
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‘ KAFFIR Boy

She whined and retracted her body frame under the blanket, I
slowly opened the bedroom door, taking care to keep low and away
from the shaft of light still streaming through the uncurtained win-
dow. I reached the window. What next? A piece of sackcloth covered

the bottom half of the window where several panes were missing, the

result of a rock hurled from the street one night long ago. My father
hadn't replaced the window but used the flap as a watchpost whenever
police raided the neighbourhood, _

With mounting ‘excitement 1 raised miyself toward the window
and reached for the flap. I carefully pushed it to one side as I had seen
my father do and then poked my head through; all the time my eyes
were on the prowl for danger. My head was halfway in and halfway
out when my eyes fell upon two tall black policemen emerging from a
shack across the stréet. They joined two others standing alongside s

white man by the entrance gate to one of the yards. The white man_

had a holstered gun slung low about his waist, as in the movies, and
was pacing briskly about, shouting orders and pointing in all different
directions. Further on in the yard, another white man, also with a
gun, was supervising a group of about ten black policernen as they
rounded up half-naked black men and women from the shacks. Chil-
gren’s screams issued from some of the shacks.

The sight had me spellbound. Suddenly. the white man by the -

entrance gate pointed in the direction of our house. Two black police-
men jumped and started across the street toward me. They were
quickly Joined by a third. I gasped with fear. A new terror gripped
me and froze me by the window, my head still sticking halfway out.
My mind went blank; I shut my eyes; my heant thumped somewhere
in my throat, I overheard the three black policemen, as they came
across the street, say to each other.

“That's number thirty-seven,” .

Yes. But I don’t think we'll find any of the Msomi gang in
there,"

“Umlungu [the white man) thinks there may be a few hiding in
there. If we don't find them, we can still make easy money. The yard
is a haven for people without passbooks.” .

“But I think everybody has fled. Look at those busted doors.”

“There’s a few over there still shut.”

“All right, then, let’s go in."”

Suddenly there was a tremendous thud, as of something heavy
crashing against the floor, and I heard George’s screams of pain pierce
the air. | opened my eyes momentarily and saw the three black police-
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men, only a few steps from the door, stop and look at one another. 1

" quickly retracted my head but remained crouched under the window,

afrald of going anywhere lest I be scen. I heard the three policemen
say to one another:

“You heard that?" .

“Yes. :..unn_n_.p_“,_ crying. . ,

“T bet you they left that one alone too,

wEEoM_e my sister came screaming out of the bedroom, her
hands over her head. .

n:..w.oinn_ Yoweel"” -she .bawled, “Johannest Come an’ seel Come
bl T r ble t ve, not wanting to move

I stared at her, unable to move move.

..—...- O.noo»un.... she :-.E:o_.n.n__ with horror; “B-blood, d-dead,
b-blood, d-deadi” her voice trailed into sobs. m._-n rushed over to
where I stood and began pulling my hand, ___...ﬂ_o:._u me to go sce my
brother who, she said dramatically, was bleeding to death. My mouth
contorted into frantic, inaudible “Go aways" and ‘‘shut ups” but mrn
did not leave. I heard someone pounding at the door. In the confusion

lowed angry voices said:
-.z.m.m._snﬂmu. ._ﬂnN.F. in going in. I've had enough of hollering in-
fants." . .

“Me t0o."” . . . )

“ bet you there’s no one in there but the bloody m_:_n_qn_._.

“You just took the words right out of my mouth.

“Then let’s get back to the vans. We still have more streets 1o

» This neighbourhood is about dry snyway.” . .

.noa.w.__ow _o...n.. _nn turned out that George had accidently fallen off the
bed and smashed his.head against a pile of bricks at the foot of the
bed, sustaining.a deep cut across the forehead. The gash swelled and
_._2_. badly, stopping only after 1 had swathed his forehead with pieces
of rags. The three of us cowered together in silence another three
hours until my mother returned from the ditch where she had been
_mﬂ_.:u.




