Kaffir Boy Chapter 30 by Mark Mathabane
“Look over there,” Granny pointed. “White schoolchildren are crossing the road.”

I gazed through the window and for the first time in my life saw white schoolchildren. I scrutinized them for any differences from black schoolchildren, aside from colour. They were like little mannequins. The boys were neatly dressed in show-white shirts, blazers with badges, preppy caps with badges, ties matching the badges, shiny black and brown shoes, worsted knee-high socks. The girls wore pleated gymdresses with badges, show-white shirts, caps with badges, blazers with badges, ties matching badges, shining black and brown shoes. A few of the girls had pigtails. One the back of each boy and girl was slung a schoolbag; and each frail, milky-white arm had a wristwatch on it. It suddenly struck me that we didn’t even own a clock; we had to rely on roosters for time. 

The white schoolchildren were filing out of a large, red-brick building with many large windows, in front of which were beds of multi-coloured flowers. A tall black man wearing a traffic uniform, a whistle between his thick lips, stood in the middle of the paved road, one hand raised to stop traffic, the other holding a sign that read in English and Afrikaans: 

Children Crossing

Stop

Kinders Stap Oor

None of this orderly and safe crossing of the street ever took place at my school; we had to dash across. 

The red brick building stood on a vast tract of land with immaculate lawns, athletic fields, swings, merry-go-rounds, an Olympic-sized swimming pool, tennis courts and rows of brightly leafed trees. In the driveway leading to the entrance of the building, scores of yellow school buses were parked. Not even the best of the tribal schools in Alexandra—in the whole of South Africa---came close to having such magnificent facilities. At our school we didn’t even have a school bus. Oh, how I envied the white schoolchildren, how I longed to attend schools like theirs. 

Minutes after all the white schoolchildren were safely across, traffic moved. At the next bus stop, we got off, and crossed the street when the robot flashed green. As we walked along the pavement, headed for Granny’s workplace, I clutched her long dress, afraid of letting go, lest I be swallowed by the tremendous din of cars zooming up and down and honking in the busy streets. I began feeling dizzy as my eyes darted from one wonder to the next. There were so many new and fantastic things around me that I walked as if in a dream. As we continued down the road, I became increasingly conscious of the curious looks white people gave us, as if we were a pair of escaped monkeys. Ocassionally, Granny and I had to jump off the pavement to make way for madams and their poodles and English toy spaniels. By constantly throwing my eyes sideways, I accidentally bumped into a parking meter. 
We went up a side street. “There is Mrs. Smith’s house,” Granny remarked as she led me up a long driveway of a beautiful villa-type house surrounded by a well-manicured lawn with several beds of colourful, sweet-smelling flowers and rosebushes. We went to a steel gate in the back of the yard, where Granny rang a bell. 

“I’m here, madam,” she shouted through the gate. Immediately a dog started barking from within; I trembled. 

Granny calmed me. A door creaked open, and a high-pitched woman’s voice called out, “I’m coming, Ellen. Quiet, Buster, you naughty dog, it’s Ellen.” The barking ceased. Presently the gate clicked open, and there appeared a short, slender white woman with silver hair and slightly drooping shoulders. She wore white slacks, a white sweater, white shoes and a white visor. 

“I was just getting ready to leave for tennis,” she said to Granny; she had not yet seen me. 

“Madam, guess who I have with me today,” Granny said with the whitest smile. 

I appeared like a Jack-in-the-box. “Oh, my, you finally brought him with you!” Mrs. Smith exclaimed. 

Breaking into a wide smile, revealing gleaming teeth, several of which were made of gold, she continued, “My, what a big lad he is! What small ears!”—touching them playfully—“Is he really your grandson, Ellen?” The warmth of her voice somehow reduced my fears of her; her eyes shone with the same gentleness of the Catholic sisters at the clinic. 
“Yes, madam,” Granny said proudly; “this is the one I’ve been telling you about. This is the one who’ll someday go to university, like Master Clyde, and take care of me.”

“I believe you, Ellen,” said Mrs. Smith. “He looks like a very smart pickaninny.” Turning to me, she asked, “How old are you?”

“Eleven, madam, eleven,” I said, with so wide a smile I thought my jaws would lock. 

“He’s a year younger than Master Clyde,” Granny said, “though the master is much bigger.”

“A little chubby, you mean,” Mrs. Smith said with a smile. “If you knew how much the little master eats, Ellen; I’m afraid he’ll soon turn into a piglet. Sometimes I regret not having had another child. With a sibling, Master Clyde might have turned out differently. As it is, he’s so spoiled as an only child.”

“Pickaninny has one brother and three sisters,” Granny said of me, “and the fifth is on the way.”

“My God! What a large family!” Mrs. Smith exclaimed. “What’s the pickaninny’s name?”

Using pidgin English, I proceeded not only to give my name and surname, but also my grade in school, home address, tribal affiliation, name of school, principal and teacher—all in a feverish attempt to justify Granny’s label of me as a “smart one.”

Mrs. Smith was astounded. “What a clever, clever pickaninny!” She turned to a tall, lean black man with an expressionless face and slightly stooping shoulders, dressed in housekeeper’s livery (khaki shirt and pants), who had just emerged from the house and who led a poodle on a leash, and said, “Did you hear that, Absalom? Bantu [black] children are smart. Soon they’ll be running the country.” Absalom simply tortured out a grin and took the poodle for a walk, after receiving instructions to bring brandy, whiskey, wine, and gin from the bottle store. Granny remarked that I was a “clever pickaninny” because of all the toys, games and comic books I had received from Master Clyde. Mrs. Smith was extremely pleased to hear that. 

Before Mrs. Smith left for tennis, she said, “Ellen, your breakfast is near the washing machine in the garage. I’ll be back sometime this afternoon. Please see to it that the flowers near the pool are watered, and that the rosebushes near the front of the gate are trimmed.”

After a breakfast of coffee and peanut butter-and-jam sandwiches, Granny took out her gardening tools from the shed, and we started working. As the two of us went about the large yard, I raked leaves and watered the flowers; Granny weeded the lawn. Mrs. Smith’s neighbour’s children kept on casting curious glances over the fence. From the way they looked at me, it seemed they were seeing a black child for the first time in their lives. 
At midday, despite a scorching sun, Granny, seemingly indefatigable, went about with the impressive skill trimming the rosebushes as we talked about trees and flowers and how to best cultivate them. 

“Someday I’ll build a house as big and beautiful as Mrs. Smith’s,” I said to Granny. “And a garden just as big and beautiful.”

“Then I’ll be your gardener,” Granny said with a smile. 

Toward early afternoon Mrs. Smith returned. She called me to the care to remove several shopping bags from the backseat. She took her tennis rackets, closed the doors, then sighed, “Phew, what a tiring day. Don’t ever play tennis,” she said to me, “it’s a killer.”

“What tennis, madam?” I asked. 

“You don’t know tennis?” she exclaimed. “What sports do you play?”

“Soccer, madam.”

“Ugh, that dangerous sport. Soccer is too rough. You should try tennis someday. It’s a gentleman’s sport. Wouldn’t you like to be a gentleman?”

“I would like to be a gentleman, madam,” I replied, even though I hadn’t the faintest idea what constituted a gentleman. 

“Do you have tennis courts in Alexandra?”

“Yes, madam.” The stadium where I played soccer was adjacent to four ramshackle sand courts, used primarily by kitchen girls and kitchen boys on their day off. 

“Then I’ll see if I can find an old racket for you,” she said. 

As we were talking, a busload of white schoolchildren stopped in front of the house, and a young boy, with a mop of rebellious brown hair, alighted and ran up the driveway toward Mrs. Smith. After giving her a kiss, he turned and demanded, “Who is he, Mother?”

“That’s Ellen’s grandson. The one you’ve been giving all those comic books and toys to.”

“What’s he doing here?”
“He’s visiting us.”

“What for? I don’t want him to be here.”

“Why not, Clyde,” Mrs. Smith said, “he’s a nice pickaninny. Ellen is always nice to you, isn’t she?”—the boy nodded with pursed lips—“now be nice to her grandson. Now run along inside and Absalom will show you the things I bought you today.”

“Did you get my new bicycle and roller skates?”

“Yes, they’ll be delivered Saturday. Now run in and change, and have something to eat. Then maybe you can play with pickaninny.”

“I don’t play with Kaffirs,” the white boy declared. “At school they say we shouldn’t.”

“Watch your filthy mouth, Clyde,” Mrs. Smith said, flushing crimson. “I thought I told you a million times to leave all that rubbish about Kaffirs in the classroom. Ellen’s people are not Kaffirs, you hear! They’re Bantus. Now go in and do as I told you.” Turning to Granny, pruning a rosebush nearby, Mrs. Smith said, in a voice of someone fighting a losing battle, “You know, Ellen, I simply don’t understand why those damn uncivilized Boers from Pretoria teach children such things. What future does this country have if this goes on?”

“I agree makulu, madam,” Granny said, wiping their sweaty brow with her forearm. “All children, black and white, are God’s children, madam. The preacher at my church tells us the Bible says so. ‘Suffer little children to come unto me, and forbid them not; for of such is the kingdom of heaven’ the Bible says. Is that not so, madam? Do you believe in the words of the Bible, madam?”

“I’m afraid you’re right, Ellen,” Mrs. Smith said, somewhat touched. “Yes, I do believe in the Bible. That’s why I cannot accept the laws of this country. We white people are hypocrites. We call ourselves Christmas, yet our deeds make the Devil look like a saint. I sometimes wish I hadn’t left England.”

I was struck by the openness of the discussion between Granny and Mrs. Smith. 
“You’re not like most white people I’ve worked for, madam,” Granny said. “Master and you are kind toward our people. You treat us like human beings.”

Mrs. Smith didn’t answer; she hurried back indoors. Shortly thereafter, Clyde emerged in a pair of denims and a t-shirt advertising a South African rock group. He called out to me. “Come here, pickaninny. My mother says I should show you around.”

I went. 

I followed him around as he showed me all the things his parents regularly bought him: toys, bicycles, go-carts, pinball machines, Ping-Pong tables, electric trains. I only half-listened: my mind was preoccupied with comparing my situation with his. I couldn’t understand why he and his people had to have all the luxuries money can buy, while I and my people lived in abject poverty. Was it because they were whites and we were black? Were they better than we? I could not find the answers; yet I felt there was something wrong about white people having everything, and black people nothing. 

We finally came to Clyde’s playroom. The room was roughly the size of our house, and was elaborately decorated with posters, pennants of various white soccer and cricket teams, rock stars and photographs of Clyde in various stages of development. But what arrested my attention were the stacks of comic books on the floor, and the shelves and shelves of books. Never had I seen that many books on my life; even our school, which a student population of over two thousand, did not have half as many books. I was dazed. 
Sensing that I was in awe of his magnificent library, Clyde said, “Do you have this many books in your playroom?” 

“I don’t have a playroom.”

“You don’t have a playroom,” he said bug-eyed. “Can you read?” he smiled sinisterly. “Our boy Absalom can’t. And he says black children aren’t taught much English at school.”

“I can read a little English,” I said.
“I doubt if you can read any of my books. Here, read,” he ordered, pulling one out of the shelves. The book was thick, looked formidable. 

I nervously opened a page, toiled through a couple lines, encountering long words I could not pronounce, let alone understand their meaning. Shaking my head in embarrassment, I handed the book back, “I can’t read this type of English.”

“Then you must be retarded,” Clyde laughed.  Though he might have meant it in jest, my pride was deeply wounded. “This book is by William Shakespeare,” he went on, waving it in my face, “the greatest English writer that ever lived. I could read it cover from cover when I was half your age. But I don’t blame you if you can’t. My teachers tell us that Kaffirs can’t read, speak or write English like white people because they have smaller brains, which are already full of tribal things. My teachers say you’re not people like us, because you belong to a jungle civilization. That’s why you can’t live or go to school with us, but can only be our servants.”

“Stop saying that rubbish, you naughty boy,” Mrs. Smith said angrily as she entered the room just in time to catch the tail end of her son’s knowledge of black people’s intelligence, as postulated by the doctrine of apartheid. “How many times have I told you that what your teachers say about black people is not true?”

“What do you know, Mama?” Clyde retorted impudently, “you’re not a teacher. Besides, there are textbooks where it is so written.”

“Still, it’s not true,” insisted Mrs. Smith. “Everything that’s in your books is not necessarily true, especially your history books about this country.” Changing the subject, she said, “Show him your easy books, and then get your things ready so I can drive you over to your friend’s birthday party.” Clyde quickly ran down his long list of “easy” books: The Three Musketeers, Treasure Island, David Copperfield, the Hardy Boys series, the Sherlock Holmes series, Tom Sawyer, Robinson Crusoe, The Swiss Family Robinson, The Hunchback of Notre Dame, Black Beauty, A Tale of Two Cities, and so on. Oh, how I envied Clyde’s collection of books. I would have given my life to own just a handful of them. 

The remark that black people had smaller brains and were thus incapable of reading, speaking or writing English like white people had so wounded my ego that I vowed that, whatever the cost, I would master English, that I would not rest till I could read, write and speak it just like any white man, if not better. Finally, I had something to aspire to. 

Back with Granny, I told her to be on the lookout whenever Mrs. Smith junked any books. At the end of the day, as Granny and I prepared to leave, I was given a small box by Mrs. Smith. 

“It’s from Clyde,” she said. “He’s sorry that he treated you badly. He’s promised not to do it again. I’ll see to it he keeps his promise. Come and help Ellen in the garden whenever you can; that way you’ll earn some pocket money.”

The box contained a couple shirts, pants and jerseys. Underneath the articles of clothing was a copy of Treasure Island.

Kaffir Boy Chapter 31 by Mark Mathabane
My love for reading removed me from the streets and curtailed my involvement in gangs. This infuriated the leaders of my gang, the Thirteenth Avenue Tomahawks. Friends within warned me that there was a plot afoot to teach me a lesson for not showing up at the gang’s fights. The Thirteenth Avenue Tomahawks fought just about every week, against this or that street’s gang, for reasons ranging from territorial disputes to harassment of each other’s girlfriends. 

One weekday afternoon while I was splitting wood in front of our house the leader of the Thirteenth Avenue Tomahawks, a sixteen-year-old delinquent names Jarvas—whose claim to notoriety was that he once stabbed a rival to death over a girl he later made pregnant and dumped—and several of his henchmen approached me. The Tomahawks were in the middle of a protracted, two-pronged war against rival gangs, the Mongols from Sixteenth Avenue and the Dirty Dozen from Eleventh Avenue. 

“Are you still one of us?” Jarvas demanded, in a tone suggesting that he normally let his knife do the talking, but was doing me a favour by giving me a chance to exonerate myself. 

My heart was no longer into gangs, but I replied, “Yes.”

“Then why haven’t you been in any of our recent fights?”

“I’ve been too busy.”

“So busy you neglect your gang duties?” he sneered.

“I’ve had too much schoolwork.”

“Oh, too much schoolwork, heh,” he said, doffing his worn-out beret in mock salute. “Excuse us for bothering you, Professor, we didn’t know you were that busy.” At this, his cohorts, who were smoking several bottles of glue, laughed. 

I kept silent, sensing that Jarvas was provoking me into saying something that might give him an excuse to stab me. I bore the stream of filth he and his cohorts spewed at me, for I knew that it was better to act a coward and live than to act a hero and end up six feet under. 

“What have you to say, wimp?” Jarvas sneered. “Will you fight, or will you hid behind your mama’s apron like a little girl?”

“I’ll be in the next fight,” I said. 

“Better be there,” Jarvas said, “if you know what’s good for you.”

The group left, and I sank into despair. Just when things were beginning to turn around in my life, this had to happen. The next fight was on Saturday. It was a hot day. The Tomahawks were locked in a fierce combat against the Mongols. Traffic was at a standstill as the two gangs went at each other with every type of weapon imaginable: tomahawks, machetes, bottles, rocks, daggers, slingshots, crowbars. I was in the middle row of the Tomahawk formation, slingshot in hand. I had been grazed several times by rocks and bottles, but fought on. Mothers called their sons home, but we paid no heed. Amidst whistling, yelling, and cursing, something whizzed past me, barely missing my head, but struck a barrel-chested thirteen-year-old boy to my lfe. He clutched his face and shrieked. “The bastards. They’ve hurt my eye.” A couple of us rushed to his side. Someone said, “Let go of your face and let’s see.” He removed his bloodied hand from his face. His right eye had been completely gouged out by a stone from a slingshot. 

Blood spurted out from the socket, down his cheeks like giant teardrops. There were no cars nearby, no phones, no means of getting him to the clinic. He might bleed to death, and he would be one-eyed for the rest of his life. Those thoughts numbed me. Then and there I decided to quit the gang, permanently. On the way home, voices kept ringing in my head. Why do you fight when you don’t want to? It could easily have been you with the gouged eye. Are you willing to pay such a price for conformity? Leave the gang, leave it now, while you still have both eyes, and your life; leave it now and be called a wimp for the rest of your life, if need be; but do not needlessly, recklessly, and foolishly jeopardize your future. 
I never again fought for any gang. 

Kaffir Boy Chapter 37 by Mark Mathabane
One winter evening while I was reading Drum magazine under candlelight my father burst through the front door accompanied by two pitch-black men as huge and wild as grizzly bears. My mother was in the other room helping George and my sisters try on some secondhand clothes she had bought at a jumble sale. 

“There he is,” shouted my father the minute he saw me, as if he were a witch doctor accusing a villager of witchcraft. “Get him!”

The two men started toward me. Instictively I leaped from the chair, grabbed a long knife that had been on the table and stood against the wall. My mother heard the voices and came running into the kitchen. 

“What’s going on?” she asked. 

“These men have come to take him to circumcision school,” my father declared, a smile of deep satisfaction playing on his lips. 

Under Venda tribal law, every boy, before being admitted into malehood, had to attend a “mountain school,” usually situated in wooded, mountainous areas remote from the villages. During attendance at the school, the proselytes are put through various rituals by a group of circumcised men, including the main ceremony where the boys’ penises are cut by razors without anesthesia. 

My mother started. “What led you to decide this without telling me?” she asked. 

“He’s my child,” my father said. 

“And mind also,” returned my mother. 

“He’s become too cheeky around my house,” my father railed. “It’s time he went to the mountain school to learn his proper role. He’s not taking after me.”

“Take after you!” I cried, “take after you! What have you done that I could emulate! Your drinking---your gambling—your ignorance—your irresponsibility! I’d rather be dead than be like you!” I spat. 

“Hear how he talked to me, his father. He even spits at me.”

“Okay, now, boy,” growled one of the men. “Put that knife down and come quietly. You’ll only be gone for three months.”

“Three months,” exclaimed my mother. “He can’t afford to be gone that long! Exams are coming up soon!”

“This is the most important exam of his life, musadi,” said one of the men. “He’s to be tested for manhood.”

“Maybe he can go next year.”

“I’m not going anywhere, ever,” I said. “If I need to be circumcised, I’ll go to the clinic. I’ll kill anybody that dares lays a hand on me.”

“He’s only bluffing,” my father said. “He won’t use that knife.”

“Try me,” I gnashed my teeth.

The men hesitated. 

“He’s a tsotsi,” my mother said. 

The two strangers exchanged glances. “Talk to your son, Jackson,” said one of them. “We’ll come back tomorrow and pick him up.”

They left, and my father with them. I immediately packed my books and clothes and left for Granny’s place, where I stayed for two weeks and then returned home. The issue of circumcision never came up between me and my father, but there was no doubt that the incident had strained our relationship to a breaking point. He seldom talked to me, and I never as much as breathed a word to him. 

Kaffir Boy Chapter 53 by Mark Mathabane
The offices opened at ten, but I arrived at six in the morning. Already, hundreds of black men and women thronged outside its gates. Many were there for passes and permits to enable them to live and work in urban areas, to marry or move to another ghetto. Some in the multitude had been waiting in the queue for days, hoping that white madams and baases who daily came to the offices seeking cheap black labor would throw them a job as a garden boy or maid: they dared not leave the offices without a job, for if arrested they would be instantly deported to the tribal reserves. 
There was fear, desperation and hopelessness in the eyes of many. People, angry and hostile, jostled each other to be first in line before the offices opened. Arrogant black policemen kept the multitude away from the gates with vulgar language and sjambok stabs. The offices opened. The queue moved at a snail’s pace; I struck up a conversation with an unemployed man in a dark suit. His name was Bra Modise, and he was from Soweto. He had been coming to the offices for over a month without success. A high school dropout, he used to work for a landscaping company; it went out of business, and he had to come to the offices to request a permit to hunt for another job. 

He began talking about what went on inside the building. “There are scores of tables inside,” he said. “And brother, you have to go through every one of them. God help you if you don’t understand Afrikaners who believe very much in apartheid. They’ll make it clear in their treatment of you. They’ll humiliate you to the point where you feel you are not human. They’ll strip you of your dignity and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it. You’ll get angry, yes, you’ll hate, yes, but there’s not a damn thing you can do. After all, they know they hold your fate in their hands; you, not they, need the ‘passport to existence’.”The tables were manned by white and black clerks, but they both acted the same. From table to table, I was asked all sort of intimate details about my life and the lives of my parents. All information was entered onto forms, to be fed into a computer later. Several men and women in the queue who fumbled were summarily flung out of the building by black guards. In order not to appear fumbling, people said, “Yes, baas,” “Yes, madam” to everything the white clerks said; thus, with the stroke of a pen, a man’s future was determined, his destiny altered. Black man after black man, black woman after black woman were sent back for more papers, more receipts, more certificates, more of everything  that would satisfy the whims of bureaucrats who reveled at the sight of a groveling black man or woman. Fortunately I had all the papers required, a fact which annoyed some of the black clerks, who took perverse pleasure in throwing out of the building men and women who lacked this or t hat paper, this or that stamp. All the time these black clerks were on the lookout for bribes. 
I finished with the tables and was told to go down to several rooms at the end of the building for a physical. A black man walking alongside me said, “This place is hell, brother, just pray you only come here once. Never, never lose your stinker [pass]. People have been known to go mad, to commit suicide, rather than come here again.”

For the physical I was herded into a large room along with thirty or so black men, mostly migrant workers. We were ordered to strip down to the waist and line up facing the wall, waiting our turn at the x-ray machine. Our clothes lay in random bundles about the floor. There was talk from the white and black clerks carrying out the physical that some of the migrant workers had lice and needed to be fumigated. My senses were numb with anger; I  moved about as in a nightmare, obeying every order. A black man in a white coat came up to me, jerked my right arm, and smeared it above the elbow with an acid ointment. 

“Next!” the black man in the white coat shouted. I moved on to a white man in a white coat standing nearby, a needle in his hand. He jabbed the needle, recklessly, into the spot dabbed with the ointment. Pain shot through my arm as dark blood oozed from the needle’s point of entry. My arm felt limp. I moved on to the X-ray machine. A black man in a white coat shoved me onto a platform and snapped: “Breathe in!”

My chest was X-rayed. I was ordered to pick up my bundle of clothes and proceed down the hall, to where a white man and black man, both dressed in white coats, sat. As I wondered what the examination this time was I saw a muscular black man stand in front of the white man as if waiting for some command. 

“Vula! [Open!]” the black man shouted. 

The migrant worker unzipped his fly and exposed his intimates. The white man stared at them for a couple moments, then said: “Okay, next!” My turn came. I was okay. Veneral disease disqualified you for a pass. 

The ordeal lasted the entire day, at the end of which I seethed with hatred and anger; I wanted to kill somebody. I can’t take this degradation anymore, I told myself as I headed for the black bus stop, new passbook in hand: it contained my picture, fingerprints, address, employer’s address, age, colour of hair and eyes, height, tribal affiliation—it contained every detail of my life necessary for the police to know my life history upon demand, and I was supposed to carry the damn thing with me every hour of the day and night. But how could we blacks allow whites to do this to us—to degrade us, to trample our dignity—without fighting back? The fact that for the rest of my life I was doomed to carry the odious thing—a reminder of my inferior station in South African life—filled me with outrage and revived my determination to get to America. Not even a job at Barclays Bank was worth my freedom. If the scholarship offer came I would leave. 
