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The Ballad of Dirk de Bruin 

a play by Chris Mann 

with David Butler as Dirk de Bruin 

 

How does a backveld farm boy become a whistle-blower?  Dirk de Bruin describes his 

controversial encounter with prosperity religion in contemporary South Africa.  

 

David Butler, acclaimed for one-handers depicting Herman Charles Bosman (over a 

hundred performances so far) and Bram Fischer (National Arts Festival Human Rights 

Ovation Award), delivers another tour de force.  Award-winning poet and playwright 

Chris Mann provides the script.  

 

The language of the Ballad of Dirk de Bruin is taut and exuberant, the performance by David 

Butler, a fiery tour de force, the play, a hymn to rebellion and moral guts. One stumbles out of 

the theatre drained, shocked, saddened and uplifted. 

                    John Carlin, Guardian and Observer foreign correspondent, author of Knowing 

Mandela, and Playing the Enemy, the book on which the film Invictus is based.  

 

Recipient of a 2014 National Arts Festival Standard Bank Ovation Award for Theatre.  
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Running time: 60 minutes.  Genre: Dramatic monologue. Venue: Oatlands Hall, African 

Street. Tickets: R60/R40. 3 July 19:30, 4 July 19:30, 5 July 12:00, 6 July 10:00, 7 July 19:30, 

9 July 20:30, 10 July 21:30, 11 July 20:00. 

 

 

 

See also http://mg.co.za/article/2014-06-12-curious-vistas-on-the-platteland 

http://mg.co.za/article/2014-06-12-curious-vistas-on-the-platteland
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                                      Act One 

 

A bare, unlit stage. A single bed and bedside table are towards the back on the right hand side and a 

chair and table in the centre. The bed is side-on to the audience with the bedhead on the left. It stands on 

four bricks. A pale grey bedspread hangs over the edge of the bed almost to the floor. A green gingham-

check domestic worker’s uniform is draped over the bedspread. At the foot of the bed is a battered dark 

grey tin trunk, a trommel, whose lid is up, and a birdcage on a stand. 

 

Inside the bedside table is a large family photograph, a pair of glasses and a Bible with red-edged pages. 

To the left of the bed is a clothes’ stand with brass hooks. On these are hung a school-boy’s striped green 

blazer and cap, a khaki-coloured school shirt, a canvas backpack, a white school shirt with a school tie 

loosely knotted round the collar, a welder’s mask, a workman’s blue coat, a workman’s brown coat, a 

pair of headphones, a trade union t-shirt and a white surplice with a blue cross on the back.  

 

Lights come up on front left of the stage where there is a small table and chair facing the audience, a 

metre or so in front of a nondescript grey screen as found in the foyer of a building. Hung on the back of 

the chair is the jacket of a charcoal-coloured suit.  

 

Dirk de Bruin is leaning over the table with one foot up on the chair to relieve his lower back ache.  He is 

wearing charcoal-coloured trousers, a white shirt, the sleeves rolled up a little, and a dark tie.  A black 

pull-case, handle up, is next to the table. On the table are two opened grey-speckled lever arch files. de 

Bruin has one hand pressed down on a file while the forefinger of the other is poised on the text. He is 

noticeably tense. 

 

During the play he comes across as a vigorous, engaging man in his forties or fifties who delights in his 

ability to play with words. Much of the time his struggle with desperation is seen round the edges as the 

play moves from narration to the enactment of a memory and back to narration. 
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He gives a grunt, as if he’s noticed something new in what he’s reading, looks at his wrist-watch then 

turns abruptly from the table and walks right.  

 

Ag nee, my friends,   

what’s happening? 

Is Pastor Dave 

still doing his best  

to turn you folk  

against me, hey?    

 

Come on, people,        

what’s the verdict –  

getting the boot, 

or hugs and smiles, 

drukkies, trane,          

daai tipe ding? 

 

He stops, faces the audience, raises hands to chest height, settles back on his heels, bends his knees 

slightly, then makes quick, pulling inwards movements with his fingers, the thumbs pushed outwards. 

 

Kom kom, Pastoor, 

lat waai, lat waai!  

     Ja, do you worst, 

 

He clenches both fists, pushes his elbows outwards, rocks slightly on his heels and speaks with fury.  

   

I’ve got more dirt, 

more hurt lined up 
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to shock the Board. 

  

A beach-front pad 

paid for by tithes,  

steak and red wine 

at smart hotels,    

who’s fooling whom, 

hey, Pastor Dave?   

 

Dumping your wife 

and two young kids, 

marrying so soon 

a single Mom 

new in the pews –   

don’t blur the truth. 

 

Don’t say the Gees, 

the Holy Gees   

was on your side, 

Pastor De Waal,  

when half the church  

walked out on you. 

 

He turns suddenly and paces left and right, looking over his shoulder at the audience as he speaks. 

   

Stop laying hands 

on politicians,  

stop making deals  
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with men in suits 

whose Bible is  

the bottom line. 

 

Why don’t you do 

as scripture says  

and raise a whip 

and overturn  

the tables heaped  

with silver coins? 

 

Nee man, luister,     

I’ve said to you 

so many times, 

nicely, politely,  

behind closed doors,  

don’t do this kak. 

 

He turns, faces the audience, holds up his hands, palms forward on either side his head and yells.  

 

‘Stop it!’ I said, 

‘stop it or else   

I’m going to phone 

the journalists 

all over town 

and tell the truth.’ 

 

Ja die waarheid,     
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that year by year 

success fed greed 

for more success 

till you lost touch 

with who we are.  

  

And praying less    

and less each day 

you hollowed out  

your head and let 

     the Devil loose  

     inside your life. 

          

 He stands dead still, point and speaks with a rising crescendo that peaks in the last stanza.  

 

     Luister, Pastoor,     

     don’t duck and dive 

     behind nice words. 

     When last did you 

hunger and thirst 

for justice, hey? 

      

     Sȇ my, have you   

     and your big mates  

     in government  

     worked out a way  

     of climbing through 

     the needle’s eye? 
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     Why can’t you see  

     you’ve turned into  

     a white-washed tomb 

     that hides old junk  

     and faith’s dry bones 

     wrapped in a shroud?  

      

He drops his head to one side, lowers and relaxes his hands and shakes his head. Slight pause.  

 

Ag nee, Here,  

not that again! 

 

He turns to one side and holds the sides of his head between his outstretched fingers. 

 

Hate in the heart, 

and then the bile 

of angry thoughts  

chewing the gut. 

 

Rage in the mind, 

and then the ache 

throbbing the head 

that shuts the eyes.  

 

      A pause. He closes his eyes.  

 

Not that again. 
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Forgive me Lord. 

 

He opens his eyes, feels in front of him with his hands then speaks in a tone of enormous regret. 

 

But liewe Heer,         

where did it go, 

the bliss we felt  

     right at the start, 

     singing, swaying,  

inside that hall? 

 

He takes a step or two to the left, draws a circle in the air with a forefinger then looks at it. 

 

        A ring of faith 

that’s what it was, 

a home from home 

for young and old. 

 

He raises both hands in front of him, makes a circle of thumbs and forefingers and looks towards it. 

 

A ring of light, 

glowing, changing, 

just like the one 

we saw inside 

the glass and card 

kaleidoscopes 

folk made for kids 

in foster care.  
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Deep reds and blues, 

bright greens and gold 

glowing right there 

before our eyes …  

heaven’s window, 

redemption’s light! 

 

He holds the pose for a moment, then strides across to the front table, bends over the files and runs his 

finger across the text. He grimaces, shakes his head, then castigates himself fiercely.  

 

Ag not again! 

Why did you leave 

that out, stupid?  

Why don’t you learn? 

You’re so stupid,       

de Bruin, stupid! 

 

Pursing his lips, tensing the whole of his face, he swings away from the table, stops mid-stage, rubs his 

face with the palms of his joined hands, then speaks quickly, still looking distracted. 

 

I should have said, 

told them, straight out 

that one dark night 

back on the farm 

when I was small 

and lying in bed 
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the Gees hovered,   

Umoy’ ongcwele, 

ag ja something  

I can’t pin down,  

entered my mind 

and still is here.  

 

Nee wat, de Bruin! 

You should have told 

the whole darn Board, 

straight out! Nee jong, 

why do you hide  

     such hints of grace ... 

 

He looks front left as if he’s seen the Board of Enquiry arrive, returns to the table, takes the jacket off the 

chair, puts it on, sits, nods and smiles in greeting, then clears his throat and half raises his hand. 

 

    Mister Chairman? 

    Er, Chairperson? 

    A moment please?   

    Dankie, thank you.  

     I’d like to raise 

     a further point.  

        

His diction becomes formal. He stands, picks up and reads from a sheet of scribbled paper.  

 

Ja, Voorsitter,  

the accusations  



11 

our Pastor put 

before the Board 

when we began 

     surprised us all. 

 

     ‘The New Life Gospel Church of Christ,’ 

     to quote his words, ‘just can’t allow  

a senior member of the church 

to buck the rules for years on end. 

 

‘I have to ask,’ he then went on, 

‘how can we share a pew with one 

who questions all our business friends  

and how we spend our surplus revenue,  

 

‘who undermines a leadership 

anointed in the sight of God 

and makes unfounded threats to ruin 

our image in the market place.’ 

 

He looks up from the piece of paper he holds. 

 

Well now, vriende,   

what can I say? 

I’ve broken bread  

with you for years, 

was raised by you 

to lead house groups 
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and weekend camps, 

have never heard 

allegations 

like these before, 

and have to ask, 

Why these? Why now? 

 

He takes a couple of steps away from the table, looking down thoughtfully, then resumes walking and 

talking, looking at the audience as he does so like a lawyer addressing the jury in a courtroom drama. 

 

I’ve proved to you 

these charges lit 

a veld fire round  

our Pastor’s life 

and hid his faults 

in clouds of smoke. 

 

I now would add 

my inner world  

to this defence 

since scripture says 

that we are judged  

by faith not works.  

  

Can I have time 

to show you now 

what’s going on 
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inside my head, 

the memories  

that make me me? 

 

He  looks at the files, then up at the committee, raising his eyebrows as he waits a decision. 

 

Is that alright?    

Ja? Goed, dankie. 

Come, buckle up, 

dames en here,   

the road ahead 

is rough but real. 

 

He looks above the heads of the committee, pursing his lips, as if in recall mode, then levels his gaze.  

 

I want to start 

back on the farm 

below the berg 

when I was small, 

a barefoot bokkie  

four years’ old.  

 

On Friday nights 

my Mom and Dad 

drove in to town 

to drink with friends, 

ja Market Street,  

the Prairie Lounge. 
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The nights were dark, 

coal-dark and deep, 

I couldn’t help 

but learn to love  

the singing sound 

that seemed to float 

 

so sweet and slow 

across the yard  

to where I lay 

inside my room 

clutching my toys 

too scared to sleep.  

 

I couldn’t help 

but feel my way 

across the dark 

past Dad’s old truck, 

the warm moist smell 

of cattle dung  

 

and goats in pens, 

the puddled mud 

and cut lucerne,   

towards the room 

where on her own 

MaNgcobo sang. 
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He stands and turns his head to the left as if listening to something behind him, hums the first phrase of 

the following, takes off his jacket as if mesmerized and hangs it on the chair as he sings the first line of 

‘Usindiso’ a stately isiZulu hymn.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yNqmpQPp-ns 

 

Usindiso, usindiso kulomhlaba wezono, igazi likaJesu linyenyez’ usindiso. 

(Redemption, redemption in this world of sin, the blood of Jesus whispers redemption.) 

 

Still humming the melodic line without moving his lips, he takes off his tie and shirt and hangs them over 

the chair, rolls up his trouser legs and holding onto the edge of the table, takes off his shoes and socks. 

Holding them in one hand, he walks towards the bed and stops a metre away from the bedhead.  

 

Lights strengthen mid-stage, dim off the screen. He sings the first line of Usindiso again as he drops onto 

his knees, puts down the shoes, stretches out his arms and hands and reaching forward over the edge of 

the bed makes as if he embraces the person he sees in his memory. Slight pause.  

He stands, takes the green domestic worker’s uniform off the bed, holds it up by the shoulders, hesitates 

then goes to the trommel and lowers it slowly inside. He looks down into the trommel a moment and then 

turns towards the audience as the lights mid-stage come up fully.  

 

Who’d ever imagine  

a moment like this 

from way, way back 

could stay so much 

a part of me? 

I mean the warmth, 

the drowsy warmth 

of a welcoming body, 

the fragrant smell 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yNqmpQPp-ns
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of soap and skin,  

the music of a lullaby 

heard in desolation, 

a backveld hymn. 

 

Chairperson, friends,  

you know what, 

I've had to accept 

our Heavenly Lord's  

not only the Lord, 

the God of Abraham, 

the Mighty One, 

he's also a humourist, 

the God of ironies  

great and small. 

 

He gets us to store 

moments like these 

deep in our mind 

then years, years later 

renews their strength  

when least expected, 

in the alleyways of loss, 

the streets of despair. 

 

Who could imagine 

how much I hid 

those childhood nights 
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alone on the farm 

from Mom and Dad, 

my friends at school 

and also myself? 

 

I hid them away 

with swear words, 

sweet words 

and fears of failure. 

 

I tucked them away 

deep in my backpack 

like a packet of smokes, 

a banned magazine. 

 

He walks to the clothes’ rack, takes down the backpack, opens and looks down into it. 

 

They faded from sight 

below the towel 

damp from a shower, 

the rugby jersey 

and second-hand boots, 

the text-books, comics, 

liquorice all-sorts 

and three X mints. 

 

     He lifts the canvas backpack to his face. 
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Scents and smells 

like a ticket to ride 

the memory railroad, 

the shuttle express 

deep into the past 

then back again. 

      

  He sniffs the contents. 

 

A short sharp whiff  

of wintergreen, 

then pencil shavings, 

Friday’s sandwiches, 

mouldy and warm, 

and aaa…gh! 

 

He grimaces, turns his head and drops the backpack at his feet to initiate a comic episode. 

 

Sweaty underpants, 

sweaty socks.  

 

But that was me, 

Dirkie de Bruin 

mad about sport, 

mad about girls,  

bikes, boerewors 

and rock ‘n roll, 
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a khaki kortbroek, 

shirt hanging out, 

 

He goes over to the clothes’ rack and puts on the short sleeved khaki shirt. 

 

my striped school blazer 

and worn old cap 

 

He takes the blazer and cap off the rack and puts them on.  

 

always too small, 

like hand-me-downs 

from smaller me  

to bigger me, 

year after year. 

 

That’s who I was,  

sixteen-years’ old, 

a Saturday arvie 

back on the farm, 

 

He slings the backpack casually over one shoulder then puts his hands in his pockets.  

 

     feeling, my friends,      

     on top of the world. 

 

He takes a couple of steps forward, giving a slight swagger as he does so. 
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Know why? 

In front of a stand 

of roaring farmers,  

shrieking moms  

and all the school 

we’d thrashed the boys 

from Joeys on tour. 

 

The white-kneed ous  

with mine-boss Dads 

and hair-do Mas  

cruising the streets 

in Mercs and Jags 

as if they owned  

the whole darn town.   

 

  He swaggers a bit and gives a laugh.  

 

Hey! what a day 

for backveld brekers 

like me and the team! 

 

For badland cowboys 

struttin’ ‘n swaggerin’ 

in school and out, 

chasing the Indians 

stealing our cattle, 

blasting old bakkies       
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down long dirt roads 

across the west 

our folk had conquered 

but never won. 

 

He lifts the blazer and shirt above his right hip with his left hand, looks down at the hip, pushes down the 

belt with his right and sucks in his breath as the belt brushes against the scabs. 

 

The stud-marks  

and scrape-marks 

on hip and thigh 

medals of combat 

carried in secret. 

 

He drops the shirt and blazer, rolls up his trousers to above his knees then looks down at them. 

 

The sores on knees 

with bits of grass 

still in the scabs, 

badges of honour 

to show off 

and laugh off 

in class at school. 

 

He pretends to stagger one or two steps to the left and right to keep the humour going. 

 

Tokens of manhood, 

red as a wound, 
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a wound of belonging, 

to show to my folks 

when I got back 

hungry as anything, 

hungry as always 

home. Home. 

 

He stands up straight, puts his hands on his hips and shouts out loud. 

 

Howzit Ma! 

 

He listens for a reply. 

 

Where's everybody? 

 

Hey Dad! Hey Mom! 

I’m back, we won! 

 

Silence. He listens then draws out the words as he says loudly. 

 

What's for lu…nch? 

 

He sniffs the air then speaks as if thinking aloud. 

 

What’s that? 

Samp and beans 

on special offer? 

Burnt toast de luxe? 
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He then tries to cajole her, speaking loudly as if directly to her somewhere far off in the house. 

 

Ag come on Mom, 

what about it? 

Steak, egg and chips, 

a nice side salad, 

a hot rice pudding  

out of the oven 

with lots of syrup 

golden syrup 

falling from the sky, 

 

He makes as if he holds a tin at waist height and scoops with a spoon, holds the spoon up higher than his 

head, twists the spoon and watches the syrups intently as its falls off the edge of the spoon. 

 

falling from heaven, 

down, down, down, 

 

He makes a ‘nyum!’ sound and smacks his lips as the blob of syrup lands. 

 

onto a hill 

of homemade ice-cream.  

 

He gives an exaggerated sigh of unfulfilled longing. 

 

Come on, Ma, 

you can do it, 
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my brain, jussus, 

it's staaar-ving! 

 

He puts his hand to his ear as if he’s listening to her reply, looks up and to one side and then to the 

audience as he mouths her words, acting as if he’s been through this many times before. 

 

'Stop that Dirk, 

give me a break 

won’t you? 

 

‘I’m lying down, 

I’ve got a headache, 

a nasty headache, 

but tell me boy 

how was the match, 

did you get hurt?’ 

 

No Ma, I’m fine. 

 

‘Finish your lunch, 

do your homework. 

Dad says to tell you 

he’s gone to Xolo,  

surf-fishing 

with Barend and Daan,    

and won’t be back 

till Sunday night.’ 
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           He shrugs then continues to pretend to cajole her. 

 

                 What about sausages? 

Just one or two? 

Honestly, Ma,  

the boys in the hostel 

they get sausages, 

dik pork sausages 

all the time! 

 

'Burnt to a cinder 

my boy, horrible, 

that’s what I’ve heard, 

and served with a mush 

of vrot old cabbages. 

‘If that's what you want 

cook it yourself, 

just stop your moaning, 

honestly, Dirk 

it’s driving me mad!’ 

 

                                                                 He drops the pose. 

 

But jokes aside 

my friends in the Lord, 

 

He takes off the cap and puts it into a blazer pocket, goes to the stand, picks up the shoes and socks and 

then seated on the chair puts them on and rolls down his trousers as he speaks ad lib. 
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some memories, 

the secret ones, 

the troubling ones 

especially, 

I mean bakithi, 

haven’t you found, 

       

He pauses as he ties his laces then stands, and speaking as he does so goes to the table, pulls it mid-

stage, turns it so that the longer side of it faces the audience, rubs the small of his back briefly, backs 

away from the table, looks at it a moment as if recollecting something and then at the audience. 

 

memories like those 

keep rushing back.  

 

He walks a few steps off to one side so that he has his back to the bed and still faces the table. He looks 

into the distance, then down onto the floor a few steps in front of him. 

 

Like there and then,  

here and now. 

 

He puts the fingers and thumbs of his opened hands lightly against the sides of his head. 

 

Rutted old farm road, 

moonless dark night, 

me on my own, 

my own-some lonesome,  

dropped off at the gate 
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walking back home 

towards the gloom  

of the Drakensberg. 

 

I’m walking quietly, 

hearing the chirr 

of crickets in the grass, 

the tswee-tswee-tswee,  

tswee-tswee-tswee 

of reed-frogs in reeds 

 

down by the dam, 

the ar-ar-ar,  

ar-ar-ar, 

of bull-frogs squatting  

on floating leaves. 

 

Then far, far off 

     the jackals wailing,  

     wailing then pausing 

above dim forests 

of wattles and gums,  

wailing and waiting 

like troubled souls 

lost in the night. 

 

     He mimics the wail twice. 
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I suddenly think, 

Can’t hear the pump, 

so now what’s wrong? 

It’s here somewhere, 

along the track 

down to the dam. 

 

He takes a few cautious steps, stops, stoops a little and looks and points ahead of him. 

 

A zinc-iron roof, 

white-washed bricks, 

all shadowy pale,  

the pump-house 

my Old Man built. 

 

He bends over slightly with his hands on his thighs and peers under the table ahead of him. 

 

The old dark diesel 

black as sump-oil, 

quiet as the grave. 

 

He gets on his knees, crawls under the table and grunting checks the diesel pump with his hands.  

 

Gaskets alright. 

Drive-belt tight. 

Fly-wheel fine. 

Slippery oil-ooze 

below the shaft, 
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ja-nee, as usual.  

 

He backs out from the table, squats on his haunches, and wipes the oil off his hands on the ground. 

 

Could be the filter 

down in the dam. 

 

He stands, walks front then on his knees and head down starts fiddling with his hands in front of him. 

 

Water-trap. Pipes.   

En nou, wat’s dit?   

Yuk! Plastic bags  

right in the grille. 

  

He lifts his head and speaks to the audience. 

 

So there I am, 

knees all muddy, 

fingers all oily, 

fiddling with pipes, 

filters and things 

when all the frogs 

go suddenly quiet 

around the dam. 

 

The night’s so dark    

I can’t hardly see 

the reeds and trees, 
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the tins of qombothi 

to feed the ancestors 

gleaming a bit    

under the water, 

the huge grey pylon  

up on the road 

humming away 

above the fence. 

 

He closes his eyes, stretches out his hands then feels the space in front of him. 

 

Ordinary things,  

all there as usual, 

but there more fully 

than felt before. 

 

I mean, wee’ julle,  

bullfrogs plopping, 

jakkals tjanking,  

rat-smells musking, 

qombothi fermenting, 

reed-grass rustling 

 

and stars shimmering, 

thousands of them, 

shimmery, watery, 

the whole night sky 

right there in the dam 
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below my nose.  

 

I stood up, slowly, 

sort of bewildered,  

not knowing why, 

smelling the diesel, 

the mud on my hands. 

 

When all of a sudden, 

it gets to me,    

the size of the sky, 

the dark of the night, 

the far white sprinkle 

of constellations 

above the berg, 

the littleness of me. 

 

And then it happened. 

 

He reaches his right hand above and to the right of his head, looks at it a moment then moves it quickly 

sideways and downwards, going ‘Ssssshoep!’ as he does so, ending the arc with the hand held  in front of 

his left elbow. He holds the pose, continues to look up at the sky, pauses, then speaks. 

 

The silent streak 

of a shooting star, 

gone in a jiffy, 

a wink of an eye, 

gone like the holidays, 
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gone like a life. 

 

He drops his hand, takes a couple of steps this way and that, looking distracted and confused.  

 

     The dam, the stars, 

     all there as before 

     and then, so fast,  

 

He stops, holds the palm of his left hand in front of his left thigh, lifts his right hand high again then 

brings it down fast and hard to make a clapping sound, saying ‘Ssshuu…Whup!’ as he does so. 

 

time cracks open,       

meaning, mystery, 

ag how I can put it, 

awe, happiness  

white-blazes through. 

 

He walks this way and that, embarrassed by his feelings, then stops and speaks more quickly. 

 

     Ag, leave it. 

 

He looks at the table, pulls it back into place as he continues to speak with patches of incoherence. 

 

Folk are different, 

water and fire, 

born in the spirit, 

each on their own, 

busy as anything. 
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He looks at his school blazer, speaking to himself as he does so in a deliberately vague way.  

 

You can’t force it, 

no, no ways, 

you have to wait, 

until it happens. 

 

He takes off the backpack, blazer and cap and goes over to the trommel. 

 

Isn’t that right? 

You have to wait, 

ja pray and wait, 

even for nothing,  

and then move on.   

 

He drops his school things from waist height into the trommel then walks to the bedside table. 

 

     And then move on.  

 

He takes the family photograph out of the cupboard in the bedside table, pulls the chair mid-stage and 

puts a foot on its seat, holds up the photograph, points and then speaks. 

 

Pa over here 

was older than Mom, 

a giant I tell you, 

a gloomy giant. 
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Ha, just look!  

Coal-black hair, 

khaki-brown skin, 

a black moustache 

big and droopy 

cow-catcher style. 

 

You know the grille 

in front of the train 

chuffing across 

the cactus lands 

in one of those films? 

Ja, a drooper 

like one of those. 

 

He sits on the chair and extends and curves an arm. 

 

One day, one week, 

they're love-birds, 

my Dad and Mom, 

sitting on the couch 

sipping white wine, 

listening to vinyls 

turned up loud,  

Elvis, the Stones 

rocking the veld. 

 

Mom stubbing out 
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her elegant poison, 

a trim and slim     

Virginia Thin, 

a band of gold 

above the filter. 

 

Dad dragging deep, 

lighting a Texan  

with the butt of another. 

 

He enacts this then makes as if he is putting the cigarette in front of Dolly’s lips. 

 

Go on Dolly, 

says Dad to her, 

Mom takes a pull, 

shakes her head 

and then, ag nee,  

 

He gives a long, horrible wheezing cough, waving a hand in front of his face as he does so as if trying to 

dispel the smoke. He repeats the cough and holds his chest to suggest that she is ill.  

 

And Dad is saying 

einaardige things    

I can’t understand, 

like ‘after action,  

satisfaction’, 

and Mom is giggling 

and holding his knee. 
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     One day, one week 

     they’re lovebirds  

the next moment, 

ag nee, my friends,  

it’s up in the air, 

 

I’m staying with Gran 

then Auntie Dawn 

not having a clue 

who’s family no more.  

 

He stands, walks across to the clothes-stand and then puts a hand on the welder’s mask. 

 

And was he touchy? 

A gloom-bag, Dad, 

a hulk of sulks, 

a struggle on the go 

with deep resentments 

I never imagined  

he had at all.  

 

He steps forward and away from the clothes’ stand as if he’s just remembered the following. 

 

Mom told me once 

about his memories, 

‘the demon team’ 
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that’s what she said. 

 

Demons ngempela,  

giving him hell, 

still causing chaos 

inside his thoughts 

years, years after  

he’d got the boot 

after a rock-burst 

for getting miners, 

ja blacks as well,  

to go on strike. 

 

Years, years after  

the bosses of garages, 

wheel-balancing outfits, 

a new tyre franchise 

told him to walk  

for arguing, she said. 

 

That’s what it was, 

Pa’s problem I mean, 

brooding in silence 

then all of a sudden 

arguing, arguing. 

 

     His Dad, said Mom, 

     that’s where it started, 
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     a bull-necked foreman 

     who drank too much  

     and beat Dad often 

     when he was small.       

      

     And what took place, 

I mean in the garage, 

that secret memory 

is mos a demon 

that won’t let go.  

 

      He holds his temples between his hands. 

 

It's here, it grips 

right here in my head, 

like one of those clamps, 

the C-clamps he’d use 

welding sump-plates, 

chasses and things 

inside the workshop 

of Main Street Motors. 

 

He turns, takes the welder’s mask off the stand and looks at it.  

 

A gladiator, ja, 

that’s what he was, 

at war with himself 

as much as the world. 
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He puts on the mask, the strap around his forehead, leaving the flap up. 

 

A garage gladiator 

in leather gauntlets, 

 

He pretends to pull them on, goes to the table and stoops to the scrap iron he is about to weld. 

 

a welder’s mask 

stooped over steel,  

a torch in one hand, 

its fierce blue flame 

hissing, sputtering, 

melting the metal,       

spraying out sparks, 

white-hot sparks. 

 

He pulls the mask down, mimics the hissing noise and hand movements for a few seconds, then pushes the 

mask up and round to the back of his head, then wipes his forehead with the back of his wrist. 

 

And holiday-time 

I’d work with him. 

 

He pulls off the imagined gloves, tosses them on the floor, gets on his back, slides under the table then 

looking upwards, makes as if he is working with his hands above his head under a chassis. 

 

Ja fitting exhausts, 

doing brake-pads, 
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fixing the timing 

of bakkies, trucks. 

 

So pleased and proud, 

to be by his side, 

to work with my Dad 

in the place that became 

 

He twists his head round so that he is looking at the audience. 

 

the workshop of sorrows 

and lamentations, 

 

He slides out on his back, stands, wipes his brow, takes off the mask, looks at it then the audience.  

      

and then, years later 

     the foundry of faith. 

      

He drops the mask in the trommel, goes to the clothes’ rack, takes the blue workman’s coat and spreads it 

out on the left hand side of the stage and walks mid-stage as he starts the next narrative. 

 

     A Friday evening,  

dark and wintry, 

ice in the bird-baths, 

frost on the grass. 

 

I’m staying in town 

with Auntie Dawn, 
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all set to leave 

at sparrows tomorrow, 

we’re playing a school 

down at the coast. 

 

Pa’s in the garage 

its month-end 

stock-taking, 

Mom’s on the farm 

not well as usual. 

 

She phones and says,  

‘Dirk are you listening?’ 

‘Yes Mom,’ I say. 

 

‘Get me some milk, 

my headache powders 

and cigarettes, 

a tin of pilchards, 

Lucky Star, 

the ones Dad likes 

and drop them off 

down by the garage 

before he leaves.    

 

‘Borrow the money 

from Auntie Dawn, 

I’m sure she’ll help.’ 
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He goes to the chair, turns it round, sits with arms out, leans left and right and makes bike noises. 

 

Next thing, people,  

I’m on my bike, 

Apollo Café, 

Main Street Motors, 

here I come. 

 

A dirt-track rider, 

mean as a mamba, 

burning it up 

under the streetlights 

around Church Square, 

 

skiddin’, slidin’, 

spurtin’ cinders,  

leading the pack  

in front of a stand  

full of spectators 

revving us on.  

 

Next thing, hang on, 

a twitch of thought, 

     a switch of scene. 

 

He jumps off the chair, drags it mid-stage then leans it against the top edge of the table.  
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     I’ve turned back into  

     a school-boy again 

     parking his bike, 

     blowing on his fingers 

     beside a row  

     of petrol pumps, 

 

     the dirt track’s just 

     a backveld town 

     with curtained streets 

     where nothing moves 

     except tshoep!  

     a streak of soot 

     across Church Square,  

     ou Tokolosh 

     the bottle-store cat. 

           

He moves forward then turns to his right and places the flat of his palms against the glass. 

 

Showroom glass 

cold and clear. 

 

Knock, knock, 

nicely, politely. 

 

Listen. Nothing. 

Peer inside. 
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He puts his face against the glass, hands on either side of his face like flaps.  

 

Pot-plants in pots, 

new tyres on racks, 

and right in the middle 

a Chev Impala, 

glossy black duco, 

bright chrome bumpers 

sleek chrome trim 

gleaming softly  

from end to end. 

 

Jeez what a car! 

 

Still looking through the glass he lifts he lifts a hands and punches the air in admiration. 

 

Everyone’s dream 

of getting ahead,  

making the big time 

in small town Africa, 

up on a stand  

with velvet ropes. 

  

     He presses his ear against the glass. 

 

Faint far music,  

Springbok Radio, 

someone talking,  
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then music softly 

throbbing again, 

Frank Sinatra 

crooning away. 

 

     He sings softly under his breath. 

 

‘I’ve got you 

under my skin’. 

 

He suddenly turns right and starts to walk around the edge of the stage. 

 

Nip round the back, 

cruise through the gate 

scrunching gravel, 

kicking at tins. 

 

He walks quickly behind the bed  until in the left hand corner of the stage he turns, walks forward then 

stops and faces centre stage as if he’s in the back-yard of the garage and looking towards the workshop 

wall and factory window. He looks and points upwards to his right. 

 

Broken glass bottles    

stuck in concrete 

glittering on a wall. 

 

He looks up in front of him, jumps a couple of times, arm up, pushing at something with a hand. 

 

Factory window, 
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ragged cobwebs, 

dingy brown glass. 

 

He takes the bedside table top, swings it round on its legs and enacts the following speaking jauntily.  

 

Grab an oil-drum, 

empty old drum, 

roll it, roll it 

till right below 

the window frame.  

 

Hop up quickly. 

 

     Knock politely. 

 

     Call out nicely, 

     nicely, politely, 

                                                                 ‘Hey Dad, it’s me!  

I’m here, what’s up?’ 

 

He puts his head on one side as if waiting to hear an answer, shakes his head and then puts the flat of his 

hands against the bottom of the swing-hinged window frame and shoves hard. 

 

Daar’s hy!  

 

We hear a quietly sung fragment of ‘I’ve got you under my skin’. He then gives another shove. Putting 

both hands on the window sill, he stands on tiptoe and looks down into the workshop.  
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A pause. He looks horror-struck, turns his face sideways, covers his eyes with his hands, jumps off the 

drum, stumbling as he lands and walks frantically this way and that on the left hand front edge of the 

stage, mesmerised by the image. He then holds his head between his hands, opens his eyes and bellows 

out an enormous, extended, frantic, sobbing wail that ends like this: 

 

Aaaag neee,  

neee, neee!   

V…O…K!  

 

He twists his head from side to side, unable to bring himself to speak further for a moment. 

 

Liewe Vader,  

Dierbare God!  

Neee, neee, neee! 

 

Another pause. He rubs his face and hair with his hands, panting as he speaks. 

 

Pa’s on the floor 

trousers down 

coat beside him 

backside pale 

pomping, pomping. 

 

He makes his left hand into a fist and strikes it with the cupped palm of the right a few times. 

 

Ag nee, nee, nee! 

Dierbare God!  

I can’t believe it, 
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pomping, ag nee, 

her eyes are shut, 

he’s pomping … 

 

Pause. He cannot bear to name the woman on the ground. 

 

She sees me, screams,  

hides her face 

behind her hands, 

Pa turns round, 

looks up at me,  

his face terrible, 

stares and stares 

a long, long time. 

 

He closes his eyes, then shakes his head as if demented by the memory. 

 

He’s still right here, 

here in my head 

staring, staring, 

beside his coat 

his old blue coat 

spread on the floor, 

beside his mug,  

a half-jack of brandy, 

a bottle of coke. 

 

 He opens his eyes again, slows the tempo slightly and enacts the following. 
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He shakes his head, 

puts a finger 

across his lips 

                      and then goes Sssh! 

 

He holds the image, looking upwards, then pulls the hand from the mouth and looks front.   

 

Sssh! to me, 

sixteen years old 

made an orphan 

just like that 

in the place of sorrows 

and lamentations. 

 

He gives a great, deep-voiced howl of anguish, then runs at the bedside table, jumps up sideways and 

kicks it over with a flying karate-type kick using the heel of a shoe. He then kicks it across the stage until 

it skids to a halt beside the coat. He stops, looks down at the coat, picks it up, bunches it together with 

both hands, looks at it with a torn expression,  buries his face in the cloth for two to three seconds, then 

turns his head away from it with a foul grimace, hurls it into the open trommel, bangs the lid closed, 

secures the hasp without locking the padlock, picks it up, holds it above his head then smashes it down 

onto the stage. Pause. He turns panting to the audience, rolling up his sleeves. 

 

Curséd be Ham, 

sayeth the Lord, 

and curséd be  

Ham’s offspring  

for seeing his father  
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uncovered in his tent. 

 

A curse, hey? 

Is that what this is? 

A curse from Yahweh 

on the kids of parents 

who break the rules?    

  

He strides across the stage, his hands clenched then half-lifts both hands.  

 

Relief, that’s it,  

relief, release   

that’s what I craved, 

from curses roaring 

this way and that  

across the stage 

 

             He holds the sides of his head between his hands. 

 

inside the playhouse  

that never shuts … 

the theatre of the mind. 

 

                                                                 Release from reruns, 

same old actors, 

same old shows,  

trapped in a spotlight  

that holds their lives 



51 

not in the jaws 

of a stupid C-clamp, 

ag no, not that,  

 

He holds his arms out, one hand gripping a wrist, in a circle in front of him and grunts like a wrestler. 

 

but in the grip 

of something bigger  

older, fiercer, 

like, like … 

 

He goes to the bed, takes a pillow, folds it in two and resumes the pose, this time on one knee. 

 

     Call it trauma,  

     trauma replays 

     that won’t let go. 

                                      

He pulls and locks his arms together and jerks the half-nelson grip from side to side. 

 

Call it dark thoughts   

let loose in the mind, 

ja devilish thoughts  

squeezing the Spirit,  

strangling the good.  

 

He flings the pillow down and kneels with his hands above it as if about to throttle neck. 

 

Call it Satan, 
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the Prince of darkness, 

depression, despair, 

throttling love  

between his hands 

till love is just 

a rag-doll corpse. 

 

He gives an animalistic roar, pounces on the pillow, squeezes it between his hands, stands with it in one 

hand, drops it, kicks it casually across the stage towards the trommel, jumps on it with both feet, picks it 

up, holds it above the trommel at head height by the corners then tilts it from side to side.  

 

     ‘Love dead,’ 

     says the Devil,  

     ‘victory is mine, 

     all, all mine.’ 

 

He drops the pillow into the trommel, then suddenly turns his head to one side and still looking highly 

agitated, walks this way and that as if another memory has emerged in his consciousness.  

 

‘Dirkie,’ said Mom, 

‘don’t cast a stone   

when you look back, 

ag please, my boy.’ 

 

He goes across to the bed, lifts the bedhead off the bricks and puts it on the ground and does the same 

with the foot of the bed, then drags the bed forward to the right hand side of the stage 

 

‘Don’t let the past  
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mess up your life,’ 

she said so often, 

‘put it behind you, 

Dirkie my boy, 

it’s all chameleons, 

memories I mean.’ 

 

He sits in the middle of the couch, clutching his hands over his chest and pulling his elbows tight against 

the side of his ribs, bouncing around and laughing out loud like a five year old boy.  

 

Saturday arvie, 

sitting room couch, 

listening to rugby 

with Mom and Dad 

each side of me,  

tickling armpits,   

playing last touch. 

 

‘Isn’t this fun, 

my darling ones?’ 

my Mom would say, 

laughing like mad.  

 

He stands and gives an adult’s laugh. 

 

Drive-in as well, 

ja can you believe it,  

a big-white screen 
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way out in the veld.  

 

He gives another laugh, looks over his shoulder then turns and  fetches two bricks. 

 

A weekend treat, 

Saturday nights. 

 

He lifts the bed-legs nearest the front of the stage in turn and places a brick beneath each of them, lifting 

the front edge, then stands and points in front of him as he reimagines the memory. 

 

     The Sky Line Drive-in 

as stars came out 

above the berg, 

the world’s window 

for folk in the sticks 

without TV, 

a secret bedroom 

for shadowy couples 

kissing and groping  

in trucks and cars. 

 

Dad parked his Ford 

on one of the mounds, 

front wheels up, 

a dust-brown bakkie 

eyeing the screen. 

 

He sits down again in the middle of the bed, enacting the following images. 
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I’d sit up front 

between the two, 

dressed in pyjamas, 

cap-gun in one hand, 

a plastic tomahawk 

held tight in the other,  

staring at newsreels 

of people in hats 

and suits and ties, 

all famous Mom said. 

 

He looks to the left and right and in front of him. 

 

Crackles in the speaker, 

flickers on the screen, 

then 5-4-3-2-1-ZERO! 

at last my favourite, 

 

He bounces around with excitement, pointing his cap-gun. 

 

cowboys in Stetsons 

larger than life,  

mean-eyed sheriffs,  

war-painted Injuns 

galloping like crazy 

across the plains 

of America’s west 
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right there on a screen 

under the stars 

of Africa’s south.  

 

Jeez how I loved it,   

Pa ruffling my hair,  

a tray in the window 

hamburger and chips, 

coke and crushed ice! 

  

And Mom so excited,  

sipping her favourite, 

a raspberry float, 

‘Go on, taste some,  

my darlings,’ she’d say,  

‘it’s simply delicious!’  

 

He makes as if he takes a milk-shake glass carefully in both hands and takes a drink. 

 

A taste of happiness,    

that’s what it was, 

ja simply delicious,     

a scoop of ice-cream 

floating on a fizz, 

a raspberry-red fizz 

of Hubbly-Bubbly. 

 

 He hands the glass back to her, wipes his mouth with his hand then speaks in Mom’s voice. 
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     ‘And what do you say?’ 

 

     Thank you, Ma. 

 

He stands and pulls the table and chair to centre stage, speaking as he does so. 

  

Know what, my friends,  

Mrs Kennington  

the town librarian 

shocked me one day.    

He half-sits casually on the edge of the table and speaks.  

 

It must have been  

in Standard Eight, 

school-holidays, 

outside the library 

where I was sitting 

on my old bike, 

a foot on the steps. 

 

Ag you know the scene, 

a teenage breker 

watching the cars 

and trucks go by, 

chewing liquorice  

and bubble-gum   

and chowing chips,   
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ja salt ’n vinegar, 

between the pops. 

 

He stands.  

 

‘Moenie vrees nie,    

my boy,’ she said,  

‘you’ll be alright. 

I wouldn’t pay  

the slightest attention 

to all the gossip 

flying round town. 

 

‘Luister, Dirkie, 

your Mom’s got brains, 

good looks, 

a lovely laugh 

and personality.’ 

 

Personality? 

 

Ha, wee’ julle,       

I’d never heard  

that word before, 

it seemed so long 

and sort of vague  

like mist in the trees. 
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Anyway, people, 

I hadn’t a clue 

what old Mrs K 

was getting at, 

but now, ag shame, 

I think I do.    

 

Mom’s family 

in Mozambique, 

that’s what it was, 

Portuguese folk.  

 

He fetches the bird-cage-on-a-stand, puts it next to the right edge of the table and sits on the chair. 

 

Happy-go-lucky 

from way, way back, 

Mom told me once, 

which sort of explained 

why she was different, 

quite brown, my friends, 

maybe mixed, 

but then who knows, 

who cares anymore. 

 

Always worrying 

about her looks, 

her hair, her weight,  

and asking Dad 
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why ladies in town 

didn’t invite her 

to coffee and things 

and why the shops 

wouldn’t take her on 

to do their books 

as she, wee’ julle,   

was qualified.       

 

That’s why I reckon 

Mom kept on saying, 

‘Please, Harry, 

I need fresh air, 

let’s go somewhere 

I need a break!’ 

 

When Pa would say 

‘With what Dolly? 

Ag nee wat, woman,  

stop needling me,  

I’m doing my best. 

  

‘There isn’t enough 

to fix the geyser, 

buy your muthi, 

pay the bond 

and all the rest. 
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‘What must I do? 

Sell more cattle?   

Chop trees?’ 

 

‘Ja-nee,’ she’d sigh,  

and go on working,  

darning his socks 

sewing her doilies 

beside the radio,  

cooking soup-bones 

and pap for supper, 

 

arguing at night 

inside their bedroom 

about the money 

and cleaning a ring, 

a smudgy ring  

of grease and diesel 

around the bathtub 

before she took  

her morning bath.  

 

He leans across the table, taps the birdcage and makes a chirping, trilling, whistling sound. 

 

I’m seeing you Mom, 

like never before, 

looking so frightened 

between the laughs. 
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I’m hearing you 

more than the days 

when Dad would say, 

‘Grow up, Dirkie, 

stop giving your Mom 

such a hard time.’  

 

He stands, walks round the table and faces the audience. 

 

     Wee’ julle, vriende,  

up on the wall  

     inside their bedroom,    

 

He draws a rectangle in the air in front of him, takes a step back then looks at it. 

 

     above the hearth  

and mantelpiece,  

a photo of Mom 

holding a cup 

looking so proud,  

and next to it 

a framed certificate. 

 

  He looks down at his feet and draws in the air with his forefinger again. 

  

Spread on the floor,  

the zebra skin 
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Dad bought in Durbs, 

stiff and slippery, 

black and white 

just like his moods.   

  

He looks up, steps towards the certificate and runs his finger below the words as he reads aloud. 

 

In curly writing,  

Runner-up, it says, 

Best Show Bird, 

Novice Category, 

the Royal Show. 

 

He goes over to the birdcage, bends forward, puts his hands on his knees and looks at the bird. 

 

‘My Sunshine,’  

Mom called her,  

a real character,   

busy as anything,  

preening, chirping,  

tinkling a bell, 

ting-aling-aling. 

 

Jumping, fluttering  

from perch to perch, 

a chirp on the wing, 

a trapeze artist  

sailing through a tent 
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hour after hour 

day after day 

all on her own. 

 

             Patience, Sunshine! 

Mom would say, 

Patience my girlie, 

din-dins in a moment, 

fly-about soon. 

 

He walks round the birdcage, puts his hands on the table and looks over the cage.  

 

Typical Mom, 

chirping like that, 

wanting Sunshine 

to sit on her finger, 

nibble a biscuit,  

fly round the room. 

 

Mom kept chirping 

but not that loud 

when she got thin 

and sick as anything 

lay on her bed 

all afternoon. 

 

He lies down flat on the bed, head on the pillows and turns his face towards the audience. 
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Ja-nee, my friends, 

a dressing-gown,  

a red velvet gown, 

hair in curlers, 

lying on a bed, 

smoking, coughing, 

fly-swatter in hand,  

for hours on end. 

 

I’d bring her tea, 

no milk, three sugars, 

and putting the tray  

down by her bed 

I’d smell her breath. 

 

Ag nee, wee’ julle,   

I’d suddenly smell  

the bar in Main Street 

and feel embarrassed 

then eish! ashamed. 

 

‘Dirkie,’ she’d say, 

‘ag be a sweetie, 

light the candle 

above the fireplace, 

please my boy, 

then come to Mom 

and pray with me.’ 
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And then she’d hold 

my hand and pray, 

‘SantaMaria 

me dá força, 

Santo Cristo  

me dá força,’ 

daai tipe ding.   

And then she’d give 

my hand a squeeze, 

and I would squirm 

and cringe inside. 

 

Then things got bad, 

visits to hospitals, 

ops on her lungs 

and then the chemo, 

blast after blast. 

 

He sits up, swings his legs over the edge of the bed and walks to the bird-cage speaking as he walks.  

 

Wee’ julle, friends,    

each time she left  

she’d say to me, 

‘Behave yourself,  

Dirkie my boy  

and don’t you forget 

to give my Sunshine 
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some fly-about time 

when I have gone.’  

 

He pulls open the wire-door of the cage, and then with forefinger extended, puts a hand inside, chirps, 

withdraws it slowly, says ‘Howzit voeltjie’, then jiggles his hand up and down three times. 

 

     A-one-two-three, 

     away you go! 

 

He turns his head as if he watches the bird flying round the room below the ceiling. Halfway through the 

second circuit, he fixes his gaze as if the bird has landed on a curtain rod above the window. 

 

     En nou, Sunshine,  

wat maak jy nou? 

 

He carries the chair across stage, makes cajoling noises, gets onto it, stretches up an arm, grabs, misses 

and then still on the chair follows the bird round the room until it lands on the light fitting hanging from 

the ceiling above the table. Still on the chair he points, then shrugs his shoulders.  

      

     Slim little bliksem!      

     Ja typical Sunshine,  

perching on chairs, 

curtain-rods, lights, 

     always in sight 

     and just out of reach,  

always touchy 

and ready to fly 

out of the window 
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and down the road.  

 

He jumps off, carries the chair to the table, looks up at the ceiling and then at the audience.   

 

‘Ag trim its wings,’ 

my Old Man said, 

     ‘just cut them back 

     like in the pet-shops.’  

 

He climbs onto the chair and then the table, makes cajoling noises, reaches up slowly, takes the bird 

carefully between his fingers, steps down then holds it on the table under his cupped hands.  

 

That’s what I did 

to stop Mom’s Sunshine 

from flying away.  

 

He peers between his fingers to see the imagined bird, hooks the leg of the chair with a foot and pulls it 

towards him then sits beside the table, his hands still cupped on the surface. 

 

I trimmed the wings 

with Ouma’s scissors. 

 

He reaches across the table with one hand and makes as if it has become a pair of scissors and then 

pretends to clip the wings of the bird under his other hand.  

 

     But just a little, 

     wee’ julle, not much,  

just here and there. 
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He stands, moves to the right of the table and holds the bird at head height in his cupped hands. 

 

Much, much better. 

Ready to go? 

A-one-two-three … 

 

He tosses it up, opens his hands with a flourish then looks down in dismay. 

 

Ag nee wat, people!     

Sunshine dropped 

hit the floor, 

fluttered wings 

and hopped away.  

 

He gets on all fours, crawls quickly right and puts his head and shoulders under the bedstead. 

 

Kom, kom voeltjie! 

Maar waar is jy? 

 

He suddenly reverses, scrambles round the corner of the bed then under it shouting ‘Nee, nee, nee!’ then 

hidden by the bedspread rolls frantically from side to side with his arms hooped. 

 

Nee man, los dit! 

drop it, let go!   

Ag nee, Moerie, 

nee, nee, nee! 

Suka jou bliksem, 
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get out of it,  

weg, weg is jy! 

  

He rolls out from under the bed, legs entangled in the bedspread and face down, bangs his fists.  

 

Can you believe it,  

Dad’s farm dog, 

ou Moersdyk, 

a Doberman brak, 

a real killer,  

all slobber and teeth,  

was under the bed. 

 

     Sunshine, eish! 

     daai arme voeltjie  

was bitten dead.  

 

He stands, takes the chair and places it mid-stage, then sits on the stage beside it. 

 

When Mom got back 

later that month 

the chemo blast 

had made her bald.  

 

She sat on the floor 

inside the passage 

and leaned her head 

wrapped in a shawl 
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against the wall 

beside the phone 

looking so sick 

I wanted to cry. 

 

He gets on his knees, then  pulls himself up onto the chair and puts a phone shakily to his ear. 

 

She coughed a bit 

then whispered. 

long distance 

to Mocambique. 

 

A slight pause as the memory engulfs him. He whispers slowly, giving pauses.  

 

‘It’s curtains,  

minha querida, 

no, no querida,  

I can’t, just can’t 

go on like this.’  

 

He drops the receiver onto the phone, and stooping walks a couple of steps then stops. 

 

‘Dirkie,’ she says, 

‘Fetch Ouma.  

I have to sleep 

as much as possible,  

doctor’s orders. 

he gave me pills.’ 
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He takes a couple more steps in the same way then stops. 

 

‘Dirkie,’ she says, 

but tell me my boy, 

why’s it so quiet? 

Where’s Sunshine?’ 

 

He breaks the pose, walks rapidly this way and that as he relives the memory then stops and turns. 

 

     ‘Around,’ I said.  

 

‘What do you mean, 

around?’ she asked, 

and looked at me  

her face so scared, 

then little by little 

the truth came out. 

 

Ag nee my friends, 

jeez was it horrible,  

I’ll never forget  

how Mom just slid 

     down onto the floor 

     and closed her eyes 

and cried and cried 

till Ouma came. 
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He turns and rapidly walks a few steps left and right across the stage as he speaks.  

 

     Next day at school 

the principal 

fetched me from class, 

it was History,  

I still remember,  

and drove me home 

not saying a word. 

 

Parked by the stoep 

a sleek black limo 

I knew from town, 

the doors at the back 

swung wide open, 

polished brass railings  

gleaming inside. 

 

I walked up the steps 

and went inside,  

saw Pa in the kitchen  

bent over the table 

holding his head  

and Auntie Dawn 

face in a hankie  

sobbing like mad 

beside the stove.  
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Then Ouma appeared 

glasses glinting 

shuffling slowly 

in on her stick 

across the linoleum, 

envelope in hand. 

 

‘On the mantelpiece,’ 

says Ouma to Dad,  

then sits and reads, 

Peace, my darlings, 

peace at last. 

 

He stops pacing about, opens his eyes, stands rigidly still, his fists bunched by his side, then yells. 

 

Peace at last? 

Peace too late! 

 

I’m sorry, Mom, 

it was an accident,  

promise, promise! 

 

And jeez, Ma, 

I was so young,  

I hadn’t a clue 

how down you were. 

     

Forgive me Mom, 
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and please, please,  

let go of me now!    

 

A slight pause. He’s played out the looped-back memory of secret guilt. He snatches at the bedspread.   

 

A clean break! 

A fresh start! 

Tell me, come on, 

who’s never craved that, 

hey, my friends? 

 

A pause. He drops the bedspread in the trommel, turns and faces the audience. 

 

     And so we moved –        

Dad sold the truck, 

     the goats and cattle,   

     my blazer and bike,  

 

He walks across to the birdcage, picks it up and puts it behind the clothes-stand.  

 

     Mom’s wedding ring, 

her books and clothes, 

the bird-cage as well,  

     even her shoes. 

 

     He locked the doors, 

     got in the bakkie, 

went to the bank, 
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     gave back the keys 

     to Mister Brand,   

     and saying nothing 

     drove out of town.     

 

He takes off the khaki shirt and puts it in the trommel and gives a dry laugh. 

 

     Totsiens Ouma! 

     Voetsek farm! 

 

He takes down the white school shirt and tie and pulls the shirt over his head. 

 

And howzit … Durbs. 

 

He does up a couple of the buttons but leaves the-shirt-tail out and the tie loose round his neck. 

 

     Krans Boy’s High, 

     Standard Nine, 

     my marks went down, 

     I didn’t know why, 

     I had to repeat 

 

He tidies the bedding as he speaks. 

 

     Dad found a job, 

     night-shifts, 

     the oil-refinery 

     down by the docks. 
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     We didn’t talk,  

niks nie, couldn’t,     

but after a while 

he bought me a bike 

to get to school,  

a beat-up Honda, 

a dirt-track duiwel 

with black-sprayed spokes.      

 

He spins the chair around, makes as if he starts a motorbike with his foot, and then climbs on. 

 

Next thing, people,   

it’s me on my iron  

feeling so free, 

flying over vullis  

smoking on dumps, 

skidding past goats 

and rusted old cars  

down in the quarry  

of Durban Bricks. 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

Before too long, 

maybe six weeks,   

I’m on a race-track, 

a Saturday night, 

rockin’ ‘n rukkin’ 
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round and round,  

till all of a sudden, 

can you believe it, 

    

He jumps off the chair, spins it around, scoops up a trophy from the floor, jumps on the chair, pretends to 

hold a helmet under his left arm and brandishes the trophy with his right. 

 

it’s me on the podium, 

smiling and waving 

at folk on the stand 

as someone says, 

‘Ladies ‘n gennlmen, 

put them together 

for Dirk de Bruin,  

your Under-Twenty 

Durban and District 

Dirt-Track Academy  

Rookie of the Year!’ 

 

He shakes the trophy in a victory gesture, jumps off the chair, puts the trophy in the trommel as he speaks 

enthusiastically. The episode relieves the narrative’s relentless press of negativity.  

 

Hell what a night! 

I couldn’t believe it, 

me a hot-shot,  

a winner at last! 

 

Flash-bulbs popping, 
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handshakes all round,      

a year’s supply 

of spare-ribs and chips 

at the Steakhouse Saloon   

and hugs and kisses 

from three celebs,  

Miss Camel Filter, 

Miss Camel Plain 

and prettiest of all, 

Miss Dunlop Tyre.  

 

Connection point with the audience. He waits a couple of beats for the laugh then responds in an 

informative tone of voice without a scrap of irony.  

 

Ja Penny Vermaak,  

went on to become  

     Miss Gunston Toasted.  

 

He then speeds on with the narrative. 

 

     Anyway, people,  

     Oom Danie’s place, 

     that’s where we lived, 

     packed together 

    like tinned sardines.  

       

Danie and Dad 

shared the bedroom, 
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snorin’ an’ snortin’ 

so loud at night 

you’d think a pair  

of clapped-out bikes 

with shot exhausts 

was revving up 

inside that room. 

 

Ja there we were,  

a railways cottage,  

a semi-detached 

     up on the Bluff 

     above the docks. 

 

     Ag … you know, 

     asbestos roof 

     a patch of lawn, 

     bird-bath, 

     dog’s bones,  

     and by the hedge 

     a bearded gnome 

     with fishing rod 

     looking all lost.  

             

   He pushes the bed towards the middle of the stage. 

 

Then at the back, 

the small hot room 
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and stoep-red floor 

     where Dlunga stayed. 

 

He puts the chair behind the table as he speaks. 

 

     Know what, people?  

     The two of them, 

     Danie and Dlunga 

     helped me a lot. 

     Oom Danie, ag, 

     he understood. 

 

He walks to the clothes stand, buttons on the khaki coat and puts the headphones round his neck.   

 

Danieel Du Toit, 

Post Office techie 

most of his life, 

shuffling around 

in shorts and slippers, 

both knees crocked,     

prop-forward days. 

 

Bearded, stocky, 

sort of out of place,  

ha! now I get it! 

just like that gnome. 
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Sniffing and coughing (chronic rhinitis), he shuffles towards the table knees apart (enlarged prostrates), 

stops, looks left then mumbles in the flat, guttural accent of Transvaal Afrikaans.    

 

‘Dirkie, luister,’ 

he said to me,  

‘don’t be stupid,  

don’t bugger around  

like me at your age.’    

 

‘Dra like a donkey,   

draf like a mule,      

don’t piss your wages 

against the wall 

and bite your lip 

when things get bad.’ 

 

‘You hear me, boy? 

Go to church, 

marry a church-girl 

and marry late, 

otherwise, Dirkie,    

you’ll end like me, 

poor as a trekboer 

with no place to go.’   

 

He sits, puts on the headphones and makes crackling, hissing sounds interspersed with garbled words, 

turns his head to one side, raises his eyebrows and twiddles a dial in front of him. He then takes off the 

headphones and holds them as if over the ears of Dirk seated beside him. 
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.Mooi, hey Dirkie? 

That’s W5NC 

on 28 Megahertz, 

Houston, Texas,  

Travers McCall 

a skatryk dealer  

trying to buy 

some Kruger Rands.’   

 

He puts on a Southern drawl and speaks confidently and enthusiastically. 

 

“‘Hi South Africa,’ 

he said to me, 

‘It’s Travers here, 

I’m buying gold, 

anything gold  

except for fillings.’” 

 

He stands, shuffles across to the trommel and turns to look back at Dirk still at the table. 

 

‘Take my advice,’ 

Oom Danie said, 

‘get your matric 

and go to Tech.’ 

 

‘Electronics, Dirk   

that’s the future,  
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the big bucks 

that’s where they’ll be.’ 

 

He drops the khaki coat in the trommel, turns, strikes an imbongi’s pose and bellows out loud. 

 

     Aaah! Gatshe…ni! 

     Boya benya….thi! 

      

     Dlunga’s clan-names, 

that’s what you heard, 

Dlunga Ndlovu, 

 

He walks to the clothes stand and takes down the red SA Harbour and Railways trade union t-shirt. 

 

a coal miner first 

and then a docker, 

 

He pulls on the t-shirt then takes down the white surplice with the blue cross on the back. 

 

a shop-steward, 

also a preacher 

under the palm-trees 

beside the docks.  

 

Ja Job Ndlovu 

was always busy 

getting ahead,  

running a taxi, 
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     selling muthi,  

giving advice   

and making sandals 

from old tyre rubber, 

‘Obhatata bam’,  

he called them, 

‘My sweet potatoes.’ 

 

     Man was he rugged,   

     with scars on his chest 

     fighting for a girl, 

     scars in his lungs 

     from dust in mines, 

     scars on each cheek 

     cut when a babe 

     to show the clan 

     that he belonged. 

 

Dlunga paid rent  

by mowing the lawn 

and cleaning the house  

on Saturdays. 

 

He said he was Job 

after his eldest 

died from TB 

and after a bliksem 

slukked his Chev 
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and bam! bam! 

     buggered his hip.  

 

He walks to the table with a limp, puts the surplice over the chair then carries it to the right.   

 

I’d let him inside 

Oom Danie’s place 

when Danie was out 

and Dlunga felt down 

and asked to phone 

his wife at home, 

     Mtubabtuba,  

     his hill of grass, 

     his backveld Zion.  

      

Back in his room 

he’d share a pot 

of samp ‘n beans, 

a quart of stout, 

and tell me things 

I never knew. 

 

     Ancestral spirits,  

     medicinal plants,  

     nicknames of cattle 

     and whites at work. 

 

Oom Danie’s as well, 
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who mumbled a lot 

and was, he said  

so hard to understand 

his name for him 

was ‘Long Division.’ 

 

And then, my friends,  

skokkende dinge   

about the unions, 

strikes in town, 

beatings in jail, 

all news to me. 

 

He pulls the surplice over the t-shirt and tidies the front and adjusts the shoulders as he speaks.  

 

I couldn’t sit still 

in class at school, 

had cracked my neck 

doing a wheelie 

so couldn’t play sport, 

was smoking dope 

with guys in town,  

     bingeing in bars  

and eyeing the girls 

in dockside dives. 

 

Ag Job came home  

one Sunday night, 
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and saw me struggling 

to start my bike, 

stumbling around 

inside the yard, 

pissed as hell,  

out of my mind, 

moerloos gesuip. 

 

He shook his head, 

said, ‘Hayi wena!   

Masithandaz’!’ 

 

He stands behind the chair and stretches out his hands as if above the head of someone sitting there. 

 

He sat me down 

inside his room, 

poured cold water 

over my head, 

klapped my face 

this way and that, 

shouted out loud 

‘Phuma Sataaa…n’!’  

then held his hands  

above my head. 

 

Closing his eyes, he shoves down his hands and prays in tongues, starting slowly then rising in speed and 

volume saying from time to time ‘Phuma Satane, Yehla moya’. He lifts his hands up and away from 

Dirk’s head, pauses, opens his eyes and looks at the audience. 
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Know what, people, 

     I felt confused,     

 

He takes off the surplice, walks to the trommel with a limp, wraps the t-shirt in the surplice, lowers them 

slowly into the trommel, then turns to the audience.  

      

breaking, broken,   

and for a moment 

ached to let go 

then fought it,  

yearning, turning, 

backing away 

until the turmoil  

     started up again … 

        the bumper cars, 

 

He stands, puts an arm up, hand slightly at an angle, looks up at it and moves jerkily forward. 

 

the dodgem devils  

coming at me,  

their tails right up 

like scorpions, 

sputtering sparks, 

drawing anger 

out of a mesh 

of hidden power. 
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He turns, drops his arms, looks around him and crouches. 

 

Bumping, thumping, 

ramming my ride 

through adolescence  

from every side. 

  

He clutches the side of his waist with both hands, goes ‘Ooof!’, doubles up, backs off sideways, pauses, 

then makes as if he reads a piece of paper held between his hands. 

  

Midyear report  

from Mister Steyn, 

ja Steely-eyed Steyn, 

the Principal 

of Krans Boy’s High. 

  

He puts on a stern, authoritative voice. 

 

‘This boy is rude,  

disrupts the class, 

has failed his Maths  

and yet is bright.   

He won’t sit still  

or concentrate.  

 

‘Unless he pulls 

himself together 

there’ll be no place 
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in Standard Ten 

for him next year.’ 

 

He takes a few steps forward, goes ‘Oof’, crumples up again, then looks out at the audience.  

 

     Matric year punch 

    from Mrs Grant, 

     the English teacher, 

    a battle-axe called 

    Lady Macbeth.  

      

He puts on a rasping female voice. 

 

Marks up a bit, 

I’m glad to hear. 

Keep pushing, lad. 

I’ve always said 

     you’re not really 

a bad boy Dirk, 

just lost. Lost.  

 

He rushes to the other end of the stage, stops, goes ‘Aaagh!’, doubles over and holds the pose. 

      

A memory demon 

from after matric,  

involving … ag no, 

I won’t say her name. 
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Half covering his face with outstretched fingers, he shrieks then speaks in a young woman’s voice.  

 

Ei-na! Dirk!  

Stop it, stop it!  

You’re hurting me!  

I’m not a slut! 

Each time you come, 

it’s like, I mean –   

are you screwing me 

or someone else? 

I hate you, hate you, 

get out of my life! 

 

A pause. He straightens up slowly, then walks to the chair mid-stage. 

 

    Ja-nee, my friends, 

    mess after mess 

    not knowing why. 

 

    Oom Danie tried 

to get me right, 

    scolded, shouted,  

    sent me to church –  

    rows of grey suits, 

    total disaster.  

     

    Next thing, somehow, 

    after two years 
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    working in garages,  

    I got into Tech, 

was sitting alone,  

the Student Canteen, 

 

He fetches the chair, carries it to the table, sits and spreads out his elbows facing forward.   

 

having a smoke 

right at the back, 

below all those ads 

for loans from banks. 

  

Assignments late, 

feeling panicky, 

showing nothing, 

gloves and helmet 

beside my books, 

a can of coke. 

 

He pretends to finger a packet of cigarettes held between both hands. 

 

Fiddling the foil  

around a pack, 

a soft red pack  

of Marlboro Twenties. 

 

Smoking the cowboy   

riding a horse 
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up on the billboards 

all over town, 

smoking the image 

I wanted to be, 

the dirt track rider 

who never cried. 

 

He picks up the cigarette in the ashtray between thumb and forefinger and has a long slow pull. 

 

     loving the calm, 

 

He goes ‘Aaah!’ 

 

the moment of bliss 

that comes right after  

the nicotine hit. 

 

He looks at the cigarette in his hand then puts it back in the ashtray. 

 

Me on my own, 

trying to be strong, 

 

He stands, turns the chair around, sits on it then raises his elbows and hands as if on a motorcycle. 

 

dirt-track ridin’ 

day after day, 

skiddin’, slidin’ 

through the crises, 
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scramblin’, buckin’ 

away from pain. 

 

He looks behind his right shoulder. 

 

Desperate to shed  

the pack of riders  

behind my back.  

 

He looks back over his left shoulder. 

 

Faceless helmets 

leather jackets 

making me ride 

faster, wilder,  

trying to escape  

the four dark riders  

of my Apocalypse. 

 

He looks over his left and right shoulders in turn. 

 

Fear-of-failure, 

snorting, rearing,  

chasing me hard. 

 

Fear-of-rejection 

sneering, jeering,  

right by my arm. 
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Loss-of-hope 

closing up fast 

pointing a gun. 

 

Loss-of-love 

ripping past,  

spraying gravel 

into my face. 

 

He looks at the audience, picks up the cigarette from the ashtray, and is about to take a pull when he 

looks to his left as if he’s seen people approaching, then half rises from his chair.  

 

Tommy Le Roux,   

a mate of mine  

at school and Tech, 

and next to him 

two pretty girls   

not seen before. 

 

‘Hey howzit Dirk,’ 

says Tom all smiles, 

‘Meet Angie Jones 

and Thembekile,  

they’re on a tour, 

Students for Christ.’ 

 

He sits, tight-mouthed, shut-faced, showing no expression, and stubs out the cigarette.  
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I hated them, 

immediately,  

well for a while,     

ja-nee my friends, 

you know the type, 

evangelist girls 

in skin-tight jeans. 

    

Angela looked  

too smart for me, 

milk-white skin, 

slender waist,  

shimmery blouse     

blue as the sea, 

tousled red hair, 

blue eyes, laughing, 

a small slim hand  

held out to me. 

 

Watch out, ous said 

for urgin’ virgins, 

but then I thought, 

well, why not, 

just keep it casual.  

 

Besides, my friends, 

there wasn’t a lot 
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to lose by then, 

my marks at Tech  

had sunk so low 

I knew I’d fail 

and have to leave.  

 

And then, ag nee,  

I’d just received 

the army’s call 

to be their guest 

for two whole years. 

 

Ag what the hell, 

I thought, why not 

a word or two? 

‘Howzit,’ I said, 

and tried a smile. 

      

Wee’ julle, friends,  

you’ve got to laugh,  

within a month 

     you’d see my iron 

parked by the hall, 

the old school hall 

down by the beach. 
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He stands, and speaking over his shoulder, carries the chair to the left of the table, fetches the bedside 

table, puts it on top of the chair, takes out glasses and Bible from the drawer, puts them on top of the 

bedside table, opens the Bible, takes out the folded up sermon then takes a step back and pauses. 

 

I’d choose a chair  

right at the back, 

fiddling my keys,  

feeling embarrassed 

as people prayed 

and said ‘Amen!’ 

and ‘Hallelujah! 

with arms held high. 

 

Ag anyway, 

one Friday night 

the moment came 

for smiling Angie 

to step up front 

and testify 

how being reborn 

had helped her cure 

her anorexia. 

 

Then Thembi stood 

and cried and said  

that praying helped 

to fight the shame,  

the self-disgust 
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that gave her hell  

day after day. 

 

Ja, uhlazo,         

the deep disgrace 

her uncle caused 

for months on end 

when she was still 

at primary school. 

 

Next thing, people, 

guitars came out 

and she and Angie 

began to sing 

a kind of prayer. 

  

He pauses, looks up as if he hears the melody in his mind, then sings the first line of ‘Be thou my vision, 

O Lord of my heart’ with a steady slow tempo. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5XZ3ja-quhA He 

repeats the line to usher in a numinous resonance then speaks with great sincerity. 

 

Chairperson, friends, 

soos julle weet,  

hard men don’t cry 

and those who are 

both hard and scarred  

don’t listen much 

to what’s going on.  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5XZ3ja-quhA
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But now and then,  

ag who knows when,  

some things get through. 

Words got to me 

that Sunday night,  

not just the ones  

the girls had shared 

but also those  

from Lynne Malone. 

 

Remember her? 

The head of science 

at Eastwood Girls’? 

Her husband Tom 

had done the books 

at Premier Foods 

for years and years 

then got retrenched, 

boom! just like that. 

 

The singing stopped, 

the girls sat down, 

the hall went quiet, 

completely quiet. 

 

Then suddenly  

some folk began  

to pray out loud, 
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then others stood  

and spoke in tongues, 

quietly at first 

but like a wind 

gathering force 

louder, louder,  

till everyone  

was on their feet. 

 

He slows a little as the memory gathers force and he struggles to confess his repressed feelings. 

 

I stood up too, 

not really keen,  

jy weet, but still, 

ag, sort of numb,  

and well, sort of 

       like skaam inside,  

and then, and then, 

 

He opens his mouth wide and straining holds it open a moment, then gives a brief gargled and garbled 

series of sounds. He stops, mouth still open, a puzzled, disappointed look on his face.  

 

Then suddenly  

it all died down, 

and people sat  

just like before, 

completely still 

in row on row. 
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A text was read, 

then Lynne stood up,  

walked to the front 

raised up her hands 

prayed for a tick,  

then testified.  

 

‘My friends,’ she said,  

‘I want to share  

what came into  

my mind just now, 

men also bleed. 

Yes just like that, 

men also bleed.’ 

 

‘Strange isn’t it?’  

she said, ‘and then,   

all of sudden 

Lake Galilee 

just as it was 

when we were there  

two years’ ago 

on pilgrimage.’ 

    

‘I shut my eyes, 

tight-tight,’ she said,  

‘and saw the reeds 
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and smelt the mud 

along the edge, 

then as I looked  

a fishing boat 

showed up,  

and then a crowd   

walking beside 

a tall gaunt man.’ 

‘And then,’ she said, 

‘I saw at the back,  

a young woman 

wrapped in a shawl, 

stumbling along,  

a hand stretched out.’ 

 

‘Oh gosh!’ said Lynne,  

‘don’t all of us 

know what it is  

to hurt and hurt,   

if never as much  

as that poor girl?’ 

 

‘I want to say 

to all who bleed, 

stretch out a hand 

each time you pray 

and let his energy,  

his deep sweet love 
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stream into you 

and heal your wounds.’ 

 

‘That’s all,’ she said, 

‘I’ve had my say,’ 

then made her way 

back to her chair, 

gave Tom a hug,  

and then sat down. 

 

Chairperson, friends, 

her words got through 

the barbed wire coils 

   I’d pulled across 

my no man’s land.  

 

Anyway, next thing, 

its beachfront walks 

and late night talks, 

pats on my arm, 

a good night hug 

and Angie saying, 

‘Don’t rush me Dirk,   

let’s be platonic.’ 

 

Platonic? Yo, yo! 

I’d heard of chronic, 

and even bionic  
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but this was new   

and hard to take 

when every night 

I burned for her. 

 

Anyway, friends,  

she’d talk about 

her favourite songs,  

her Mom’ divorce 

 

He takes the bedside table off the chair and puts it down next to the table. 

 

and how she made 

kaleidoscopes  

for orphaned kids 

in township schools 

where Thembi worked. 

 

He swings the chair around, sits and makes as if he turns a small kaleidoscope in his hands. 

 

Kaleidoscopes,  

made out of foil, 

cardboard scraps 

and bits of glass 

found on the beach. 

 

He makes a circle out of his thumbs and forefingers, holds it at chest height and looks at it.  
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Broken, battered,     

glittery glass-bits, 

yellows and greens, 

lemonade-whites, 

beer-bottle browns, 

bright blues and reds, 

shattered, scattered. 

 

‘People,’ said Angie, 

‘saved from the grit 

that flies in gales   

along the beach, 

the thump of waves 

that grind the sand, 

ordinary people 

brought into church.’ 

 

‘Lift it,’ she said, 

‘towards the sun –  

don’t you just love 

the way they shine 

 

He lifts up his hands and looks through the circle. 

 

held in that ring?   

 

‘When all is dark  

remember, Dirk, 
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that ring of light.’ 

 

But then, my friends,   

one muggy day 

we’re on a bench 

down by the sea,   

beside the swings 

and bumper cars, 

the beach-front stalls 

that sell ice-cream 

and candyfloss                     

when ‘No!’ she says,  

and goes like this, 

 

He makes as if he is frantically trying to waft smoke away from in front of his face with his hand.  

 

then shouts at me, 

ja shouts out loud. 

 

She coughs a bit, 

snatches the smoke 

out of my mouth, 

 

He jumps up from the chair then enacts the following, using the heel of his shoe.   

 

jumps to her feet, 

hurls my Marlboro 

onto the pavement,  
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stomps it to shreds          

then turns and yells, 

 

 He swings round and with his hands clenched by his sides yells at the chair. 

 

‘I’ve had enough, 

enough, you hear! 

Why can’t you see 

     you’re on the run, 

     not just from God 

but from yourself?’ 

     

He leans forward and clenching his fists speaks with a furious, rising crescendo. 

 

‘Promise me now,  

I mean right now, 

to stop the booze,  

the stupid smoking 

and messing around! 

 

‘Go to church, 

get a life  

and start again, 

night-school,  

Bible college, 

anything positive,  

anything, Dirk, 

otherwise  
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it’s finished. Done!’ 

 

‘Oh God! Oh God!  

What’s wrong with you? 

 

He presses his outstretched fingers against the sides of his head and speaks slowly. 

 

     Know what, my friends, 

     she reached me then.  

Ja out of nowhere 

tears, weeping,   

shoved up inside, 

fumbling feelings, 

wordless longings  

     ag, I don’t know. 

      

He moves his hands a little away from his head, takes a deep breath and breathes out audibly.  

 

     As if, at last,  

the Devil’s hands 

were loosening  

their throttling grip 

and grace, ja grace 

had found a space. 

 

A pause. He moves his hands away from his head.  

      

     ‘Alright, Angie,’ 
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     I said, ‘alright,’  

     and feeling skaam 

promised I’d try  

     to do the things 

     she asked me to. 

      

     He drops his hands to his sides. 

 

     Dames en here,  

     I’ve kept that vow, 

soos julle weet,  

     little by little   

     over the years 

     I did the things 

that Angie asked. 

 

But next, next came,   

 

He gives a huge sigh. 

 

bye-bye beachfront, 

totsiens Durbs,  

   

He walks across the stage to the trommel and lifts up one end by the handle.  

 

and then, ag nee, 

howzit army,    

basic training,  
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an iron-fenced camp 

in Volkstaat land.     

 

He starts to walk towards the screen at the front of the stage, pulling the trommel behind him. 

 

Khaki overalls,        

rifled thoughts,         

a time so raw 

and violent 

     I’ve had to hide  

its memory 

behind the screens 

inside my mind 

just to go on. 

  

He pauses near the screen. 

 

Shared with you now 

because I know 

you want the truth, 

the hard harsh truth, 

not just a puff  

of candyfloss 

all airy pink 

beside the beach. 

  

He drags the trommel behind the screen out of sight, takes out the khaki beret and overalls and puts them 

on. The audience hears the trommel’s lid being slammed shut, the padlock being rattled and then an 
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incomprehensible male voice cursing violently in English and Afrikaans followed by the wails of a jackal, 

the howls of a dog. A pause. He then appears around the screen in army gear.  

 

     DB, people, 

that’s what this was, 

that’s what I got,  

     Detention Barracks 

in Volkstaat kamp. 

 

     Locked up at night 

     in steel-barred cells, 

     the prisoners howled 

     like jackals, dogs, 

     as if to say 

     men turn to beasts 

     when life is hell.          

     

     You wake at three, 

     and then it starts, 

     the cursin’, kickin’ 

     slappin’, beatin’, 

     the runnin’, runnin’, 

     for hours on end. 

 

He starts to run on the spot, fists and forearms up as if he’s carrying something in front of his chest. 

 

     Parade-ground running, 

     fence-pole in arms 
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     sticky with tar. 

 

He turns to his left, runs past the table, turns and then runs back across the stage, panting audibly.  

 

     Assault-course running, 

running, running, 

 

He scrambles under the table, over the bedside table, makes a circle and runs at them again. 

 

     all morning long 

     in Highveld heat, 

     without a pause,  

     a drop to drink. 

 

He scrambles over the table, stumbles as he lands then sprawls face down, panting.  

   

     Sweat in the eyes, 

daze in the mind, 

and mocking, sneering 

     above my head  

the pudgy face 

of Corporal Spies.      

 

Lying flat on the stage with eyes closed, his face towards the audience, he mouths the following. Spies 

speaks in a guttural, sneering tone of voice, de Bruin croaks in an exhausted one.   

 

   ‘Thirsty, de Bruin?’ 
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   Ja, korporaal. 

 

   ‘Lick my boots.’ 

  

   Nee, korporaal. 

 

de Bruin goes ‘Oof!’ doubles up clutching his stomach and grunts rapidly. Slight pause. 

 

     ‘Thirsty, de Bruin?’ 

 

     A pause. 

      

     ‘Answer me, 

     you piece of shit!’ 

 

     Ja, korporaal. 

 

     ‘Lick my boots.’ 

      

Pause. 

 

     Later, korp’raal. 

 

     ‘Jy’s clever, hey? 

     Well, shit-head,            

     you asked for it.’ 
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de Bruin pulls his knees up to his chest, rolls from side to side, jerks and shouts ‘Aagh! Aagh! Aaagh! 

Aaaaagh!’ then lies still, breathing in agonised, wheezing gasps. He then gets up unsteadily on his hands 

and knees, wipes his face with his sleeve, and speaks in a slurred, traumatized tone of voice. 

 

     Within three months 

     of being in camp  

     they locked me up 

     for saying the war 

     up north was wrong. 

 

For passing round 

petitions to sign. 

Bed-bugs at night, 

pap always burnt, 

the septic tank  

below the dorm 

spewing sewage 

into the dam.  

 

He suddenly drops, rolls on his side, pulls his knees up to his chest and hides his face in his arms. 

 

     ‘Shit-scared, de Bruin?’ 

      

     Nee, korporaal. 

 

     “Should be, stupid. 

     After the trial 

Staff Sergeant Snape  
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     says ‘Spies, break him.’  

Net so. Breek hom.  

Got it, shit-face?”   

            

     Ja, korporaal.  

 

Spies shouts out loudly with renewed animosity, 

 

‘Stand up, you cunt, 

     fetch your trommel!’  

 

He stands slowly, limps in a pathetic half-run to the screen and returns pulling the trommel. He stops  to 

the left of the bedside table and leans forward, hands on thighs to support himself. 

      

Know what, my friends, 

     an hour before  

the trial began, 

locked in the van 

outside the court, 

handcuffed like this … 

 

He turns to his left, the trommel behind him, and shows his wrists held tightly together.  

 

     something happened. 

 

He closes his eyes, gives a huge restful sigh, opens his eyes then speaks more reflectively. 

 

     Out of the blue,  



118 

     I went all calm 

     and quiet inside 

     and felt at peace. 

     Ja, wragtig. 

At peace. At one. 

        

He hums the first two lines of ‘Be thou my vision, O Lord of my heart’. 

      

     Prayer started up 

     inside me then, 

     I don’t know why, 

     first time ever. 

     Ja … prayer, 

     deeply restful,  

     deeply sweet. 

 

He hums the hymn then suddenly drops to his knees, shoulders the trommel and starts running. 

 

‘Move it, shit-hole! 

Moment you stop,  

I’ll moer you dead!’ 

 

He runs slowly right, turns, then runs leftwards across the stage, bent-backed, struggling to keep the 

trommel from falling. He turns, runs right again, staggering, turns at the edge of the stage and as he does 

so falls forward, dropping the trommel so the lid opens and the contents scatter on the stage. He hunches 

up, his back to the audience and jerks as Spies kicks him and shouts in a crescendo. 

 

     ‘Jou vokkin’ cunt! 
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Volks verraaier!  

Kaffir boetie!’  

  

He lies still. The end of the memory playback. He stands, turns the trommel right side up, then one by one 

drops the scattered contents of the trommel back into it as he speaks in a matter-of-fact way. 

 

Spies left me then. 

Some warders came 

and dragged me off 

head down, lolling, 

back to the cell.  

 

That’s where I lay,  

seeping faeces, 

vomit, blood. 

 

They gave me food, 

a medic came, 

but that was it, 

I lay alone 

ja-nee, on leave. 

 

He gives a big wry laugh without self-pity, lies sideways on the stage, a hand propped under his head. 

 

     That’s it, on leave,  

     on holiday, 

     nothing to do 

but laze around 
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and sleep all day, 

free mealie pap, 

free water  

in nice blue mugs,  

a nice quiet room.  

 

After a while, 

a week or so, 

I can’t be sure,  

     dreaming, drowsing,  

seeing faces, 

hearing voices, 

I went like this. 

 

 He makes a circle with his thumbs and forefingers and looks through it, raising his head slightly. 

 

Nothing. No light, 

no broken glass  

held in the ring  

that Angie made. 

 

Next day or so, 

I tried again, 

my mind still mist, 

a dank grey mist.  

 

He repeats the previous action, lifting the circle slightly and peering this way and that. 
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Nothing, only 

the dull grey cell, 

the dreary ache 

eish! of pain. 

 

He drops his hands. 

 

I slept again,  

another day,  

another week,  

blur after blur,    

ag who can tell, 

and when I woke, 

 

He groans, crawls to the trommel, sits and puts his head down. 

 

I put my head 

between my knees 

and said, ‘Oh God, 

I need you now, 

     my mind’s a wound,   

     a raw red wound.’  

       

With his head above his knees, he puts his cupped hands over his eyes.  

 

     This time I heard, 

     don’t ask me where, 

that sound again. 
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The audience hears him singing the first line of ‘Usindiso’ haltingly but distinctly.  

 

This time I saw, 

faintly at first, 

a dim-lit cave,   

a shelf of rock, 

a bandaged shape 

still as a corpse. 

 

Which stirs, slightly, 

turns a little,  

raises a hand  

and looks at me,  

ja looks at me 

as if to say, 

 

He lifts his head slowly and turns his cupped hands into a ring of forefingers and thumbs.  

           

‘This isn’t new,  

don’t give up now, 

give love new life.’ 

 

He stands with difficulty, and humming ‘Usindiso’ expands the ring made by his hands into a circle made 

by his arms, then draws a larger circle in the air with his hands gesturing the audience into an embrace 

which ends with his arms held in front of his chest in a ring. A pause. He pulls off his beret. 

 

       That’s it, my friends, 
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my secret’s out, 

my story’s done. 

 

He turns and opens the trommel, slings the beret inside and starts to take off his overalls. Mood swing. 

The tempo speeds up. He speaks in a conversational and friendly tone of voice.  

      

 

Sekuphelile! 

     Baie dankie 

for listening.  

Testimonies, 

as you know well, 

can last too long. 

 

He steps out of the khaki overalls and puts them in the trommel, collects the bricks on the stage and drops 

them inside and starts to unbutton the khaki shirt as he speaks in a cheery tone of voice.   

     

I’ve had my say. 

The show’s over, 

you know the rest –  

the family man,  

the lecturer  

at College Tech. 

 

His takes off the khaki shirt, drops it in the trommel and looks at his watch. 

 

Time to adjourn. 
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He takes the white shirt off the chair, puts it on, partially buttons it up and doesn’t tuck it in. 

 

Any questions 

to finish off? 

Things left unsaid? 

 

. He drapes the tie around his neck and puts on the jacket hanging over the back of the chair. 

 

A cup of tea 

     would go down well.     

 

He sits down at the table and runs his finger down a page of one of the open files.  

 

Comments?  Stories?  

I’ve left out lots 

that should be shared, 

strong evidence  

you ought to hear. 

But that’s enough. 

 

He looks up, puts his elbows on the table and holds out his hands in front of his chest. 

 

Chairperson, friends, 

I rest my case. 

Let justice speak 

within the church. 

I wait to hear  

what you decide. 
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He looks down, tidies the papers and files on the desk, gets up, puts them in the pull-case beside the table, 

zips it up, then looks round at the committee with a puzzled expression. 

 

En nou? Wat’s vout?   

Caucus time – no? 

But aren’t you going 

to talk upstairs 

with Pastor Dave?  

What’s wrong? What’s this? 

 

He stands, leans across the table, puts out a hand and makes as if he receives and opens a letter.  

 

Dear Dirk  

 

Your brothers and sisters in the Lord have long admired your service to our church.  

 

Now that the time has come for us to go our separate ways, I’m pleased to offer you a 

generous financial settlement.  

 

This is dependent on your agreeing to say nothing at all about the New Life Gospel Church 

of Christ to people in the media or anyone else.   

 

The church attorneys have been instructed to finalise the details with you.  

 

May I in conclusion express my deepest thanks to you for all you’ve done to build up our 

church from its humble beginnings to where it is today.  
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We will miss you. 

 

Yours faithfully in the  Lord,   

 

Pastor Dave. 

 

de Bruin puts the letter on the table and sits completely still as if stunned.  

 

     What’s this, a bribe?  

     Nee jong, nee wat! 

     Never, never! 

 

He bangs his fists on the table, stands, walks back and forth, stops, shoves the chair aside, picks up the 

letter, holds it up high and speaks slowly with intense, clenched anger. 

  

Mister Chairman,  

tell Pastor Dave  

direct from me 

this letter proves 

his God’s become   

the Golden Calf.  

  

He tears the letter into strips then smaller pieces then drops these onto the table, fingers outstretched. 

 

Tell him he’s turned  

a house of prayer 

into a den  

of money men.  
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He shoves the table forward, pushes it over, then lifts his foot deliberately and kicks it with his heel.  

      

A bandit’s cave 

for Mammon’s gang. 

 

He turns, picks up the chair and holds it up above his head. 

 

And this is where 

idolaters  

and spirit thieves 

like them belong.  

 

He stalks left, hurls the chair offstage and looks at it, arms by his sides, fists clenched.  

 

Till they decide 

to mend their ways. 

 

 He turns around, walks back to centre stage and picks up the pull-case. 

 

Chairperson, friends, 

the Devil preys  

on pride and fear 

and innocence.   

All of us here 

have been misled. 

 

He stoops, puts the case in the trommel, shuts and secures the lid and stands. 



128 

 

But who can flee 

the truth of Christ? 

I tried and failed 

sso many times 

I died within.  

That’s why I’m here. 

 

He gets down on a knee, lifts one end of the trommel, pulls it onto his back, then stands and walks right a 

few steps, pauses, turns with the trommel on his shoulder and stares at the committee. 

 

Chairperson, friends,  

you haven’t heard  

the last of this,  

you’ll never hear 

the last of Him, 

believe you me.  

 

He turns and walks off the stage with the trommel on his back.  

 

                                                                  FINIS 
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Technical notes 
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1. Prosody 

In keeping with the characterization of the protagonist’s mode of expression, a dimeter line was 

chosen. This restricts the appearances of multisyllabic Greco-Latinate English words and selects 

for one or two syllable nouns and verbs.  

 

At the start and end of the play, in keeping with the predominantly intellectualized and 

formalized address of the protagonist to the Board of Enquiry of the New Gospel Church of 

Christ, the dimeter  lines are expressed in predominantly iambic feet and in six line stanzas.  

 

The central part of the play comprises a series of episodic memories. In keeping with the 

expressive and at times dreamlike nature of these enacted reveries, the prosody changes to two 

stress lines with varied numbers of unstressed syllables per line set out in stanzas of irregular 

length. 

2. Diction 

Scholars of sociolinguistics have in recent years drawn attention to the different registers used by 

speakers (see Methrie et al). The protagonist in the play was born and brought up speaking 

Afrikaans and isiZulu on a farm and subsequently acquired English of different varieties ranging 

from rural and urban adolescent English to an adult, church-shaped lexicon. 

 

Throughout the play the narrator addresses a church committee in Durban, South Africa whose 

members also speak Afrikaans, isiZulu and English. Depending on the context, and the emotions 

he experiences, he uses a number of these varieties.  

 

3. Physical theatre 

The script was composed as a series of incarnated memories and emotions. How the body 

expresses such felt-thoughts is suggested in the unusually elaborate stage-directions which when 

enacted provide a visual semiology for the audience. How the actor interprets these psycho-

physiological guidelines remains however the actor’s choice. 
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      4.    Music      

The music in the play is well known in the public domain and a multitude of versions can be 

accessed online by googling ‘Usindiso’ and ‘Be thou my vision’. 

 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3xVbVfdKDz8 

 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6CMclLT_Hjg 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ub56L5AYyEM   
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List of Props 

Single bed with two pillows, grey bedspread and rug 

Bricks x 4 

Bedside table with large family photograph, Bible, reading glasses and sermon notes inside 

Wooden chair 

Small wooden table 

Green gingham-check domestic worker’s uniform  

Battered dark grey trommel with lock in hasp  

Birdcage on a stand 

Clothes’ stand with brass hooks 

Striped green blazer and cap  

Khaki-coloured school shirt  

Canvas backpack as used by a school pupil 

White school shirt with a school tie loosely knotted round the collar 

Welder’s mask  

Workman’s short blue coat  

Workman’s brown coat 
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Pair of headphones  

Trade union t-shirt   

White surplice with a blue cross on the back.  

Second small table and chair 

Nondescript grey institutional screen on wheels 

Charcoal-coloured suit jacket and longs  

White shirt, dark tie 

Pull case with extendable handle on wheels  

Motor-bike rider’s gloves 

Small silver trophy 
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