
went on working until midnight and were up again at four the next morning. They slept 

on concrete floors in the rooms of the compounds, rooms without windows, and compounds ; 

surrounded by high walls summounted with barbed wire.

Tht'ir food viqb mealie meal and pumpkin, three times a day. This was brought to them 
wrapped in a sack, and from the sack they ate it, each man taking a handful in turn.

The porridge was stiff and dry, li&e great clods of earth. Very occasionally they were } 
given some meat. This was in the heart of the rich farming lands of South Africa.

All the men had signed for six months, but the six months usually spun out to 

eight, nine, ten months or even a year before it was possible for them to leave the 

farms. Their pay — £2 for 30 working days - did not include Sundays, or rainy days when 

they could not work. They had to pay back the money advanced to them for food on the 

journey and train fare. When a man was sick or injured through beatings, he was not 

paid. At the end of nine months, if they were lucky they had about £12, and out of that 

they had to pay their fare home as weLl.

Many men tried to escape. The workers were guarded day and night to prevent them from 

running away. It was not possible for men who were assaulted and beaten to go to the 

police. They could not get away. And they had nothing to wear but their sacks, the badge 

of their slavery, and identitication for farmers if they should get away frcm the farm.

Jchaaoss was determined to make the best of it, just to go on working, giving the | 

boss-boys no excuse for thrashing him if it were possible, and waiting patiently for the 1 

six months to go by. But Bennet could hardly resign himself to this life. It was not I 

the work, nor the poor food, the bad conditions, nor the rou#i sacks he wore, but the 

thought of Elizabeth, and of his wife and children, that burned in his heart day and 

night. Who would look after them, who would care for them? They did not know where he 

was. They had no way of finding out. Elizabeth would not know what had become of him.

She was left alone in a big city, expecting a child, and with no one to help her. And 

his wife, too, would have no news of him, no money.

After they had been there for some weeks, Bennet found among the workers a man who 

said he could write. The difficulty was to get paper to write a letter. They waited and 

they searched, and one day Bennet found a crumpled sheet of brown paper H»ear the com

pound wall. Bennetj^ave one the foreman some money, and he brcu^xta piece of pencil. 

Under Bennet's directions two letters « r e  written, one to Elizabeth, one to his wife.

He gave the letters to one of the workers who was due to leave the farm shortly 

when his contract expired. The man promised to put the letters in envelopes and to get 

them addressed and posted when he reached a town.

"I did not get any letter," said Elizabeth in a kg low voioe.

"But then".} Johannes saidjf "you had left your place, where you lived. I know, because 

afterwards I went to look for you myself."

Johannes did not know what happened to the brown paper letters, whether they were 

ever sent or not. Perhaps they were forgotten, or lost, or perhaps they were not correctly 

addressed.

The first few weeks of their farm contract were bad enough, but soon they were 

moved to another farm, and there condition* were much worse. It was a potato farm be

longing to the same farmer as the mealie— lands where they had worked previously. It was 

the krg height of the season, and the work was uhbelievably hard. A machine ran over 

the fields, turning the earth and leaving the potatoes lying among the hard clods of 

earth. The labourers were strung out in a line across the field, each pair of men carry

ing a heavy basket between them. They had to walk forward, gathering up the potatoes.

They must not break the line, or they were sjambokked. They must not leave the potatoes 

behind, or the sjambok again fell on their backs. Into the hard earth they dug with their
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bare hands, feeling desparately for the potatoes. Their backs were bent all day under the 

harsh sun, but at night when they went back to their compounds it became cold, with the 

first sharp cold of early winter. The room in vshich they slept had only an earth floor - 

not even concrete - and on this they lay, packed so tightly together that it was not 

possible to stretbh their legs out fully, with the cruel cold creeping up through the 

hard ground.

The Nyasas suffered most, for they came from a country where such cold was unknown. 

They became pinched and thin, and many of than fell ill. When they were ill, they went 

on working, for if they did not, there m s  no pay. Only when they were too ill to move 

were they taken away to a hospital — a place, it was said, for men to die in.

One night three Nyasas tried to escape. They hid outside the compound when the 

workers were locked in fey the guards, and somehow they managed to scale the wall. The 

farmer want a^fter them with dogs, and they were caught and brcu^at back again. On the 

farm they wer~ manhandled and thrashed, and then they were taken to the police. They 

were brought before the court, charged with desertion, and each man was sentenced to two 

months imprisonment. The farmer arranged for these sentences to be served on his farm, so 

that once again they were brought back to the farm, and once again they were thrashed, and 

now in addition they had to work for those two months without their pay.

After this one of the Nyasas became very ill and was taken away, and not long after 

police came to the farm. A H  the workers were taken out of the compounds and lined up, 

with the whit; farmers and the black foremen standing close by, and they were asked by 

the police if they had any complaints about the conditions on the farm. There was a long 

silence. Which man would have the courage to speak? Which man would speak in front of 

the farmers, knowing he might afterwards be thrashed until he was nearly dead?

At last one man complained about the length of the hours they worked. Could they 

not stop work earlier? Then another man took courage and said they needed more money, for 

it was very cold at night and they could not buy blankets. The police spoke again, and 

told them that they would discuss the question of hours wokked with the farmer, and also 

see if he would advance than some money to buy blankets from the faxrj/jfcore. Then they 
said that if any man had any complaints about his treatment, he must speak to the police.

After this, two of the men decided that they would go th the police one day after 

they had been thrashed in the fields. They hid in the fields until evening, when they 

slipped away. They reached the road, and were walking indirection of town, when the 

farmer overtook them with his dogs. The men were knocked down, and kicked in the stomach 

and in the face. They were brought back to the farm, chained together with donkey chains, 

and beaten until their backs were stripped and raw with the lacerations. They were driven 

into the compound, still chained together, and left there.

A^ain Johannes paused in his story, as thou^i the words were so bitter in his mouth 

that he could not go on. Hfcs. Dhlamani came into the room bearing cups cf tea. They drank 

the tea, and Stanley said, "What about week-ends? Couldn't you get away?”

Johannes replied, "We worked all day Siiurday. On Sunday mornings we were let out 

of the compound for a little while, under the guards. In the afternoons we were once 

again locked in our rooms, until Monday morning. " He made a wry face. "The rooms were 

smelling, you understand," he said. "There were no windows, and no pails. When one had 

to, he used the floor. And every morning one man was left behind when we went to the 

fields, so that he could clear up.

"And we were guarded, always the guards were there. They were there all day while 

we worked in the fields. There were guards on horseback and others on foot. At night we 

were locked in the rooms. Guarded and beaten, for all those months."
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"Who assaulted you?" Charles asked. "The zxsnmsasHitx farmers?"
"Mostly the indunas," Johannes replied. "They all carried whips. They drove us to 

the fields with whips. They heat us if they thought we were not working hard enough, if 

we paused, or far no reason at all. But the white farmers also assaulted us sometimes.

If they came in the fields and the indunas were vising their whip*, they would take a 

whip or a pick handle and join in the attack. That was how they killed one man."

He paused again. The people in the room were silent. He went on with his story.

This man was called Kleinbooi. He was working in the fields one day near Johannes 

when suddenly he started staggering around just like a drunken man. One of the 1)088 boys 

sent someone for a bucket of water, and K^Sdnbooi drank a lot of water fran the Mcket.

But then he fell down. The indunas began to strike him where he lay on the ground, hitt

ing him with their whips, telling him to get up and work, t,There were five of them, all 

striking him and swearing at him. One of them said, "We’ll hit you till you are dead 

if you do hot get up and work."

Kleinbooi lay for a little while under the blows of the sjamboks. His eyes seemed 

to be turned up in his head. Then he began to get to his feet again. He struggled to 

his feet, and while the indunas waited, he bent down to pull out a weed, and fell onto 

his hands and knees, and stayed there. The indufltis began whipping him again, and kicking 

him. Kleinbooi put out a hand to try and catch hold of a whip that was gashing his face. 

The induna hit him harder shouting, "So you are trying to fight back?"

Finally Kleinbooi fell on his face and lay still.

Later he was carried into the compound. He was breathing still, but the men saw 

that he was dying. He was taken up to the farmhouse.

One of the men who worked at the house later told a contract labourer that the 

doctor had come and examined Kleinbooi. The white farmers ware there. The doctor took 

mdl look at Kleinbooi and said, "This boy is dead. He wa3 suffering fran pneumonia.

Why do you always call me in when it's too late?"

The white farmer said, "How am I to know what's wrong with them? They don't ccrap- 

lain. This boy was working perfectly well all yesterday and most of today. Didn't seem 

to be a thing wrong with him. Then he just collapses in the fields, lo we bring him In. 

What more can I do?"

The doctor said, "I'll make out the death certificate, and put that he died of 

pneumonia. But you ought to be more careful It's not always possible to ignore all 

the cuts and wounds."

So Bennet and Johannes worked out the six months, growing thin and hard with the 

unending labour and poor food, soaked in the foulness of the rocsns where they lived. And 

when the six months were almost up, they made plans about what they would do -when they 

got back to Johannesburg. There would be very little money left from their six months 

of work, but they were both determined not to stay on any longer than was necessary.

While they wondered about getting work, Bennet still worried about Elizabeth. First of all 

he would have to find her and explain where he had been. He thought the baby might even 

be b o m  already. Would she still be in the same house? Probably she would have to go 

somewhere to have the baty. Bennet felt sure .however, that he would be able to trace her.

Bennet and Johannes were working together in a certain patch of field that they had 

to weed. The day before their contract expired, the two white farmers came over to 

where they were working. They were on horseback. They began haranguing the men in vern

acular, telling them they wert not working fast enough. Tomorrow, they said, they wanted 

the field clear.

It was the end of the day. The indunas were rounding the men up to take them back 

to the ompound. Bonnet stopped working, and straightened up. "Tomorrvw," he said, "I am
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going home."

The farmer said, "You are not leaving this place -until the field is finished.”

Stubbornly, unwisely, Bennet repeated, "I am going home. Tomorrow my codract 

is finished.”

The farmer lunged forward in fury and struck Bennet full in the face with hi* 

clenched fist. Bennet staggered hack and nearly fell. The farmer was very angry. His 

face was red, and he swore at Bennet. Bennet turned from him and bent down again as 

t though to go o n with his work, although the other workers had already left the field. 

The farmer advanced towards him, siezed him by the shoulder, and swung him round to 

face him again. Holding Bennet with one hand, he moved his other fist back to strike 

him again. Bennet caught hold of the fist and for a moment the two men appeared to be 

wrestling. Then Bennet broke loose and began to run away. He had only run a few yard* 

when the farmer raised his rifle and shot him in the back. Bennet stumbled, and nearly 

fell, but regained his biiance and went on running. The farmer fired again. This time 

Bennet flung both his arms up into the air, and fell forward onto the ground. The farmer 

strode up to where he was lying face down on the earth and fired a third shot into the 

back of his head.

By this time, the other farmer had alighted from his horse, and walked up to the 

first man, He was older, and his face was black with anger.

"That was a damn fool thing to do," he said.

The younger man wxxt said, "He was going to strike me.2
The older man said, "But you didn't have to shoot him, did you? Jesus Christ! Have

n't we been having enough trouble around here lately?"

They both stood there for a few minutes. The fanner who had fired the shots said, 

"Well, it was self defense. They can't do anything to me for protecting tnyaelf."

"I dcn't know what the bloody hell you think you were doing. We had the police out 

here only a couple of months ago. It's bad enough getting labour as it is. Do you want 

a public trial, and all the rest of it?"

"What can they do to me for shooting a kaffir in self-defense?" the first man 

cried. "He would have killed me if I hmiit luuaAi hadn't've shot him!"

"They're not such fools. They'll see he was shot in the back."

"So all right. I'll get fined a few pounds."

"Fined^" shouted the older man. "Don't you know you can get a jail sentence for 

.this? It's happened already. I heard only the other day about a mw« I knew in the Cape. 

They sent him to jail for two months for beating a kaffir - he didn't even kill him.

Jjjst beating him. Those boys saw you shoot him while he was running away."

"WhoS« to take their word?" the man demanded angrily. "WhoS« to take the word of 

a kaffir against that of a white man? You wer here, weren't you? You saw what happened, 

didn't you? That's two of us. Wh6's going to listen to a filthy nig?"

The older man said bitterly, "Stop quarrelling about it. We might as well discuss 

what we're going to do in a reasonable way. You'll not get Doc to write pneumonia on 

this one, H e has to draw the line somewhere. He hinted as much last time he was here."

He lifted Bennet's body slightly with his foot, then let it down. "We’d better 

go back and talk over what we're going to do."

The only witnesses to the shotting had been Johannes and two of the indunaa. The 

next day J^hames was given hia clothes, his pass, and his money, and told to clear 

out. He was told by the farmer, the older one, that he had to leave the district immed

iately. If he stayed around the farmer would see that he was arrested. And if he opened 

his mouth he would end up the same way as the other boy.

"I came back to Johannesburg," he said.
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He stopped speaking. Ruth sat with tears running down her cheeks, and Elizabeth had 

covered her face with both her hands, and sat with bowed shoulders without making a sound.

Stanley said quietly, "Why didn't you go to the police?"

Johannes looked at him. "I was afraid," he said. "It was too late to help Bennet. He 

was dead. I could not help him. I was afraid of what they would do. The police are their 

friends. You know, they can take your words and turn them around to mean something else."

"What do you think they did with Bennet^" asked Charles.

"I think they buried him somewhere on the farm and then they say this boy has run 

away, they don't know where he had run away to. The indunas would not speak. They came 

with me to the train, they saw me get on the train. They knew I would not go back."

He looked at Elizabeth. "But all this time I wanted to find Bennet's girl. I had 

the picture. You see, Bennet left his blanket and a few clothes together with mine at the 

house of my cousin before we went to this office to get work in Springs. This was all I 

found in his clothes. He was worried so much about her. I wanted to tell her why he 

never came back."

He spoke only to Elizabeth again. "I am sorry," he told her, "I am sorry to have to 

bring you this story."

She took her hands from her face. She whispered, "You must not be sorry. No. I 

want to thank you."

Elias had risen from his chair and was standing beside her. He put a hand on her 

shoulder. She turned to look up at him with grief and suffering on her face. She covered 

his hand with hers.

CHAPTER FIVE

The next day was the first of January, 1945* New Year's Bay. A great meeting of 

presidents was held in the open square at Alexandra. Three days before the City Council 

had made a new proposal that was acceptable to the bus owners, and about which the 

government seemed to have no objection.

The Council would sell books of coupons at the old fare - 4d for a ticket for a single 

journey. Passengers without these coupons would pay the new fare of 5d. The Council would 

put up booths and arrange to sell the coupons. The scheme was to work for three months, 

during which time a more permanent solution would be sought.

So all the people gathered in the sqm’e on that New Year's Day. The scheme was 

ZKBEBjDiKdxx explained to them. They stood together under the bright sun, the strong sun, 

the hot sun of the high veld summer. A great crowd - a great sea of black faces, faces 

free for a little while of weariness and pain, turned tip to the speakers expectantly, 

hopefully. The young girls were dressed in bright best clothes, for New Years Day is 

a holiday. The men had discarded work clothes, except for those who had no others, and 

many wore a shabby, neatly patched and pressed suit, or stood coatless, wearing a clean 

shirt. The older women brought chairs to put near the platform and round the edge of the 

crowd. The children played as always in the chasing each other in and out of the

people, shouting and chattering until someone turned and shsushed them, when they ran 

a little distance away, and turned and made rude noises, or laughed.

It seemed that all roads led tWthe square, and all the people were massing towards 

it. All their patience and good humour, stretched to br aking point in those seven interm

inable weeks, had come back again. They were in holiday mood, but underneath there was 

a hard core still unbroken, for they were ready to accept or reject the proposals as 

they thought best. They were wary of any trick to make them use the buses at the old fare
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They were ready to stand and discuss it the whole day long if necessary.

First the white speakers, th?bfficials, the representatives of the City Council 

The people brought chairs from the houses for them to sit on, for Africans are 

always courteous and considerate. They brought, a3 well, glasses of water on a tray, 

and a big black umbrella to shade the speakers from the hot sun.

The crowd stirred and shifted and settled into quiet, and the meeting was 

oppned. The white speaker explained the new scheme. There would be plenty of 

places to buy the 4d coupons. The epuponr represented the old fare. Anyone travell

ing without them would have to pay the new fare of 5d. On Saturdays the fare would 

be 5d for everyone, and 6d on Sundays. Two interpreters gave their rapid and per

haps more picturesque versions of the speaker's words, sentence by sentence, one 

in Zulu, one in Sesotho. The speaker urged them to accept the scheme. He also 

warned them they could achieve nothing by rejecting it.

They were not concerned with the warning. They were prepared to judge it purely 

on its own merits.

Then the peoples' own speakers, the men who were on the Emergency Committee 

that had represented the people of Alexandra during the bus boycott, issued leaflets 

to Europeans to get support, gone on deputations to the City Council and other 

bodies, spoken on their behalf. One was against it, but most were for the new 

scheme. They went on speaking throughout the morning in the slow-moving, allegorical 

speech of men whose lives were recently tuned to the liesurely pace of the country

side, The crowd were prepared to listen, to murmer approval, to shout agreement.

They knew it was victory. They knew, too, they could not go on walking indef

initely, It was a miracle that so many had walked for those seven long weeks. They 

had suffered through the walking. They had worn out shoes and exhausted their 

strentogth.

Elias and Elizabeth were in the crowd. They stood together, holding hands among 

the crush of people. Elizabeth the bold, the flippant, the light-hearted and heart

less, had changed overnight, as though Johannes' story had purged her, the grief and 

horror of it still there, but in the background, underneath, never to be forgotten 

but not to be brooded upon for the rest of her life. Now she was shy, demure, per

haps a little bashful, but her heart was tranquil at last, Elias looked at her, and 

she smiled and looked away. Already in her mind she had bridged the betrothal, the 

marriage, and was looking forward to the child that would one day be hers, the 

baby, as beautiful as little Daniel, who would have a father beside him from the 

hour when he was born.

And the victory that day was hers as well, She had been part of it. She had been



drawn into it, at first by chance, as an outsider, later as one of the unbending 

mas3 of people of Alexandra. And if she did not fully realise that the great bus 

boycott was to become a milestone in the history of her people, to be remembered 

with pride, spoken of through the years, used as an example, a weapon in the struggli 

for a decent life, still something of the great accomplishment sat upon her, so that 

instinctively she felt herself woven into the fabric of her people in the towns.

The little girl from the country would never play among the reeds around the 

vlei any more. eGoli had claimed her for its own.

The speaker, the white man, had told them that the City Council had found a 

way to solve the bus dispute. Elizabeth did not know who these men, this City 

Council were. But she knew it was not they who had found a solution. It was the 

people. The people had forced the victory. All of them.

But whoever it was, the crowd recognised that it was victory for them. The 

boycott had ended. The people had triumphed.

The wireless w  s playing a Mozart vi&in sonata. Ruth walked over to the radio 

and turned it up, so that the rippling notes seemed to fill the whole room. Andy had 

often played this.It was one of his favourite pieces and he played it very well.

Charles watched her, and sat back listening to the music. /hen the piece was 

finished and she turned the radio down again, he said, "Over it?"

She looked up in surprise, as though at first she did not understand him. Then 

she said, "No. I'm not over it. I nev^r will be. But I ’ve finished with mourning 

for him."

"That’s all I wanted to know," Charles said, "I didn’t expect you to forget.

But it was time you stopped spending your whole life feeling guilty about it."
o

There was more music on the radio. It formed a soft background for them filling 

in the silences.

" I M s  easier to talk about it now," she said.

"Let's talk about it then, if that will help you."

3he told him, "That other time, that affair with Chris, seems so remote and 

unreal, it's hard for me to recall things. I feel as though I am remembering some

thing I remembered - not the actual thing itself. But when I first came back here,

I was desolate for him - I would walk around thinking I saw him in other people, the 

slope of a man’s shoulders, someone's very blue eyes, a voice - all sorts of things 

reminded me of him constantly. And yet it was a very individual thing, and once I 

got over it, I began to forget him very quickly."

"He wasn't worth remembering." _ ___ . . . ___— , . . . ■ i



''No, maybe not. But I only found out his weaknesses long afterwards in looking 

back. At the time he seemed wonderful.

"But then Andy was different. His death - his being killed like that - wasn't 

just something personal, my own private loss. It seemed to symbolise everything I was 

learning about, the way people live, the way they're treated, our attitudes towards 

each other. It was like a pattern of all our lives in this city, and it seemed so 

dreadful and so inescapable. Just that there was no hope for happiness for anyone."

Now the music had stopped, and a voice was reading the news. After more import

ant things, the announcer gave a iintence to mention the settlement of the Alexandra 

bus dispute. They listened in silence until he had finished. Then Ruth said, "What a 

lot they've taught me I"

"Who?"

"The people of Alex. The way they stuck it out all those weeks. The way they 

were so completely solid, not a singl^waverer among them, among all those thousand*. 

Their courage. Their strength. Their tremendous good humour all the time. I think I 

would get twisted and sour. How Johannesburg takes them and breaks their lives and ( 

shatters their families. Hits at their traditions. Destroys normal relationships 

between man and wife. Produces thousands of orphans and illegitimate children. Moulds 

delinquents. Breeds adac amalaitas. And yet in spite of all that, their fundamental 

goodness. You know how I would describe them? Pure of heart. They've some kind of 

inner reserves of kindness and fortmtu^ei that lifts them above those squalid shacks 

and that appalling poverty."

She added after a little while, "It makes me so ashamed."

"What does?"

"That I could go d a m  so easily in front of the lightest blows, while they can 

stand up so strongly to so much."

"Their whole livt:s have conditioned them to blows and hardships. Yours hardly did 

that, did it? They've developed resiliance from childhood. You've had to learn how to 

acquire some. Then another thing. It's always easier to do things in a group, to meet 

misfortune together and act together. They had each other to lean on and support them. 

One person alone is so iiolated."

He looked at her across the room. "That's whyj^" he said, "I was going to suggest 

it's time you stopped batting on your own, and you and I joined forces."

She began, "Charles - I ---"*
"Please," he interrupted, "don't give me that one about this being so unexpected. 

It's been coming on for years. You're not so dense that you didn't see it."

"I wasn't going to — " I



"And another thing, don't tell me you've bestowed your heart twice and love 

has died in your bosom and you can't really feel deeply for anyone again, but that 

you're awfully fond of me."

She did not know what to say, because that was so near what she had intended 

saying that she was confused and embarrassed.

"You've said it yourself," he went on, when she did not speak. "You've pointed 

out how resiliant human nature is - it's not just Africans from Alexandra, it's 

people. They can take blow after blow and still come up ...”

She said in a low voice, "It's only that I'm not sure yet that we - you and I - 

would be really happy together."

"Of loourse we will be. Don't have illusions about certain people only being 

made for one or two bthers the whole world over. Anyone of us could be perfectly 

happy with hundreds of different people - one at a time, I mean."

She laughed. "If that's the case," she said, "there isn't much point in two 

people ever getting married. They might just as well hang on for one of the hundreds 

of others who is richer, or taller, or handsomer, or Huare amusing, or something."

"But it's true," he persisted, "Ehere are one or two individuals that discover 

someone just perfect for them in every way. Most of us however, know that if chance 

or fate or whatever you like to call it had thrown ua against a different person - 

in a different set, a different town, a different country - we could still find some 

one we'd be very happy with all our lives."

"This is a fine way to propose - telling me that anyone else might have done for 

you and anyone else for me."

"Not anyone, ituth. A number of people like us, with the same interests arai out

look and similar backgrounds. I'm saying there are proWibly a large number of such 

people all over the world. But life's too short to go out searching for the most 

perfect mate of them all. I'm not saying to you 'You'll do for me in lieu of some

thing better.' I'm saying 'You're all I want in a person, I'm satisfied that we'd be

right together, happy together.
U * /

"rtfill wiirtL/xie,Jharles? You may believe so. I'm not so sure."

''You'll get 3ure. Later on. Lovigg someone is also a process of growing into tore 

them. Being with them. Understanding them. Sharing things."

"Maybe." She w;s thoughtful. "Like Thelma and Phillip. I've hoped for a long 

time I'd have a marriage like theirs - with ̂ S^ch mutual understanding - sharing of 

things. Their's seems just about perfect."

"You knov/," Charles said, "I'm prepared to promise you that we'll be even 

better matched.Really.''
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"Let me tell you what I think. Even ifjthere's nothing new or original in it, 

i t’s true for me, just the same.

"I do care for you. I do love you in a way. I do enjoy being with you, and may

be we could be pretty happy. But I haven’t any of the feeling towards you that I had 

for 3hris, for instance, who wasn't haifi the person you are. V/ith him —  it was just 

wonderful to be with him, just misery to be away from him. I would think of him all 

the time we were apart, I would count up JJow long before we would be together again.

I won't talk about Andy, because I know now I never intended marrying him. I was not 

prepared to do so. I loved him too, but it hadn't gone very far, my feelings towards 

him, I mean. Perhaps there was a touch of the joys of forbidden fruit.

"But with you,Gahrles —  " she sighed, she dropped her voice. "There's no magic'J 

He said, "I can't try to convince you intellectually that you should be madly in 

love with me, and marry me. I think you're talking a bit like an adolescent, still 

searching for the starry-eyed wonder of that first love. You've had it. I'm content 

to be the mature, reasonable, but lasting love that comes after. Ruth?" He caught 

her to him, and heid her close, pleading and longing in his eyes. "Ruth?"

ohe wanted with all her heart to say yes, but the best she could do was, "Then 

wait a little, Charles. Perhaps I’ll find you're right. Just give me time ..."

CHAPTER

The Councillors slipped into their long black robes and drifted singly and in 

groups into the Council Chamber. They carried thick, printed agendas, or hurriedly 

asked the Commissionaire to get them another copy. The bell begun ringing to tell 

them it was time to begin, and they sat down on the red leather benches, two by 

two, the most junior councillors in front, the senior ones on the back benches - a 

reversal of Parliamentary tradition.

The press representatives had settled in their special box up on one side, and 

there was a sprinkling of visitors in the public gallery.

Then the bell stopped ringing. The Cosmissionaire stud to one side, shouting 

"Silence 1" The Councillors got to their feet, and stood waiting as the Mayor swept 

in, s little, thin, yellow, wrinkled man, bowed down by the weight of robes and the 
very heavy Mayoral gold chain.

The Mayor seated himself on the dais, flanked by the important officials, the 

town clerk, the deputy town clerk, the senior legal adviser, the city treasurer. The 

town clerk picked up his papers and began to read: "It is hereby notified that the 

981th Ordinary iieeting of the City Souncil of Johannesburg 'will be held in the Council

M M



Chamber ...." ^he meeting began to get under way. "Confirmation of Minutes ...

Tenders Oppned ... Doc laments oealed .... Consideration of Reports of Conmittees

The report of each committee was taken in turn. The Town Clerk called, "Finance 

Committee", and the Chairman of the Finance Committee said, MI hereby move that the 

report of the Finance Committee be now received." Then the Town Clerk read the titl< 

of each item, the Mayor said “Agreed?" and Councillors murmured "Agreed" to most 

items without any discussion.

Finance Committee, General Purposes, Tramway and Lighting, Water Gas and Fire 

Brigade, Works, Art and Culture, Public Health, Parks and Estates ...

The Town Clerk read, "Expenditure of £50 for improvements to the Giraffe House 

at the Zoological Gardens."

Councillor Mrs. Haramerstein struggled to her feet among the robes and papers 

that burdened her.

"Mr. Mayor," said Councillor Mrs. Hammerstein, "I am opposed to this item. In 

times like these we can ill afford to throw our money around on such things. But my 

main objection is a humanitarian one. It is cruel to keep animals in captivity who 

have been r o a M n g  the wilds. It might be said that the Zoo is a place flf entertain

ment for children, but what can theyleam about animals from these poor creatures 

kept behind bars?X

"I would be much better if we spent that £50 on a new picture for the art 

gallery,Mr. Mayor."

She sat down. Immediately two or three Councillors lept to their feet. "Not all 

of us, Mr. Mayor," cried Councillor Hickey, "are great intellectuals like Mrs. Haum- 

erstein. We can't all enjoy pictures at the art gallery. Everyone enjoys the Zoo ..."

"Here we go," whispered one of the reporters in the press gallery to another.

"For heaven’s sake, when's the Mayor going to let us smoke?"

Two Councillors played noughts and crosses on one of the back benches. Another 

Councillor was reading the evening paper carefully folded and poked under his agenda, 

as reading newspapers was not permitted in the Council Chamber. Two more were sharing 

some sweets from a brown paper bag, and others lounged on the benches, or doodled, or 

simply sat in a slight doze.

It was a ver^warm evening. One Councillor murmured to another, "What time are 

we finishing tonight, do you think?" "Early, I hope," the other replied, "allot 

depends on how long we're going to waffle about this Alex, business." He began making 

little paper pellets and flicking them across the aisle at Enrie Frye, who was 

sound asleep.

ihe agenda was nearly through. The Alex, business was reached at last.

i5ir i
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"Mr. ^*ayor," s id archie Blackstone, "in presenting this item, I feel sure that 

members of the Council are going to give their whole-hearted support to the action of 

your Council's Committees in intervening to bring the unfortunateJH^*A.1 exar.dra bus 

dispute to an amicable settlement. We have found a peaceful solution to what was rap

idly becoming a dangerous situation.

"From the beginning of the dispute we did everything possible to bring the boycott 

to an end. We met officials from the Transportation Board, representatives of the Gov

ernment, of the Bus Owners, and our committee even received a deputation from a body 

that purpoted to speak on behalf of the Alexandra residents ..."

His voice droned on ..."we ourselves spared no efforts .. left no stone unturned , 

.. in trying t^ettle the dispute ... could not, of course, condole the action of the 

people irxtaking the law into their own xhands and refusing to use the buses better 

if they had gone on using them and merely sent a protest ... at same time bearing in 

mind city as a whole was suffering ..." And finally, "Let us give credit where credit 

is due. Thhough our action thousands of people injilexandra nay now travel at the old 

fare. Therefore I ask for complete support in ratifying our action ir^recting booths
/

and selling tickets, and in this way bringing about a happy ending to a most dangerous 

situation."

He sat down. Up jumped Hansie van Niekerk. "Mineer die Burgomaster!" He began to 

speak in his rapid flow of Afrikaans. The Mayor , who did not understand Afrikaans, 

bent over towards the Town Clerk so that he could receive a whispered interpretation.

"Mr. Mayor! tfhile we too were moved by the unfortunate spectafccle of thousands

of natives trudging to work every day, I must confess we are more moved by the fact t
into

that these poor creatures were obviously being incited and misled kac/their foolish 

action by a handful of agitators. Do you really believe that the natives would have 

kept on walking all that time if they weren’t intimidated into it? If their homes were 

not visited, their famiU.es threatened, so they had to toe the line to the plans of 

% group of communist agitators who had planned and organised the boycott in order to 

disrupt the services of this town? Mr, Mayor, under no circumstances can my party 

possibly agree to the expenditure of one penny of the ratepayers• money on these booths 

and coupons for the natives. If their action was genuine, it would have been different. 

But how those communist leaders must be crowing now! The real, hard-working, hone3t

native has nothing but my sympathy, Mr. Mayor, but these people do not represent the 

real native ..."

newspaper
ihe oouncil was thick with smoke and hot air. The Nationalist Party's jaxBXaxBxpxx
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representatives scribbled away furiously, while the other journalists twiddled j

their pencils idly in their hands.

Outside the City Hall, the city was alive and stirring in the hotiji darky |

summer's night. The cityts skyline ringed with light, glowed with the energy of |

its people and its buildings. Northwards a hill was crowned with the great blocks

of flats at #i±*x Hillbrow and Berea, blazing with light. In the centre, people were I

standing outside the cinemas to get a breath of a.*x during the intervals. The suburbs!
to north and south and east were quiet, lights burned in the houses, people listened I

to their radios, and read newspapers, and knitted and talked and prepared for bed. 3

The houses sat among the trees, the green gardens, the moths rustling among the \
myriad leaves of the jacarandas, fluttering the reda and yellows and golds of I

zinnias, African marigolds, salvias in the darkness of the gardens. •
Ferreirastown s

And to the west, in Fordsburg and foramixkaaui and X* Vrededorp, the crowded

slums with mixed populations, the streets were still awake, with people silting on

chairs on the pavements outside their stifling hot rooms and housss, while the 1

narrow-faced, wise-eyed,ragged little children e t M X  played around,-Ui.s" rtMlfffCIi. In a I** 1 
corner cafe xxx a juke-box was booming in a loud, nasal vonce, and in the light of

the cafe entrance streaming onto the pavement two lithe black figures, thin a3 sticks!

dressed in t o m  and ragged shirts and trousers, twisted and turned their supple ]
ft 1

bodies to the music's rhythm, pounding bare feet on the pavement, waving arms, swing-I 

ing bottoms, rolling eyes - jiving on the hard streets of eGoli wfiith all their inborn! 

feeling for music and grace in action,while an appreciative crowd looked on, clapping I 

in time, shouting encouragement. |

Along the south and west borders 3tretched the mine dumps, humped white mountaind

in the night, and beyond the mine dumps, further west, long stretches of black veld
wt/fc K

with the road running between the summer grass and smell of bluegums ^  shrill sing- 

ing of ChristlAs beetles, out to Orlando, to Pimville, Kliptown, the great sprawling 

townships where the black people were segregated, like that other township far to \ 
the north, Alexandra. In these places only a few candles flickered in the rooms, for I 

it was late for people who were mostly up before dawn, the children lying side by 

side on the floors of tiny rooms, with parents and uncles and aunts and lodgers all I 

cranmed in together.

Gar lights moved along the roads that ran from the city to the north - to the 

heart of Africa: and to the 5outh — the tip of the African ContiBBnt: to and from 

Johannesburg, set six thousand feet up in the thinfc rare air of the high veld, seeming 

so close to the bright, African stars. Johannesburg, where people move a little I 

faster, ordauh a little more quickly, live a little harder, die a little more
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violently than anywhere else in Africa.

Johannesburg, if it were seen at that moment from above in the setting of 

the continent of Africa, a mere dark cluster, as though it were a kraal grouped 

on a high, rolling plain among those tremendous spaces.

Ends.
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