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POPPIE AND HER BOSWELL

The Long Journey of Poppie Nongena, tracing the

suffering of a black woman and her family in South
Africa through a long hegira, is of seminal political
importance in Afrikaans political thinking. This
introductory essay on the author and the significance of
her novel 1is followed by a synopsis of the novel and a
selection of book reviews in English.

The novel, based upon the life of a real person,
has sold more than 20,000 copies in Afrikaans, making it
the all time best-selling Afrikaans novel not prescribed
in schools. A novel equally successful in the United
States would have to sell more than one million copies.
Poppie has won three Afrikaans literary prizes. That
itself is significant when it is realized that major
Afrikaans novels have been banned in recent years.

Novels are often adjuncts to revolutionary
change. Uncle Tom's Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe,
though a rather simplistic tract, had an enormcus impact
upon racial thinking and on abolition politics in the
American north from its publication in 1852 up until the
Civil War. Tomorrow's history books may well credit
Poppie with equal influence in arousing Afrikaner
consciences in a different century and milieu. I say
"tomorrow"™ because the fact revolutionary changes is
that the now taking place peacefully in South Africa are
still debated by some and dismissed as cosmetic,
although not by this writer.

Douglas Watts, the drama critic of the New York
Daily News, characterized the newest play by South
African author Athol Fugard, A Legsson from an Aloce, as a
"strange and grim play probing deep into the resilient



spirit of man." The aloe is a bitter fruit and Watts's
description applies as well to Poppie, whose author was
long ago stimulated by Fugard's humanity. Elsa
Joubert's novel has, in its turn, stimulated Afrikaner
thinking and produced a political storm over its
revelations,

I met Elsa Joubert around 1955 through her
husband Klaas, then a columnist for the Johannesburg
Afrikaans newspaper Die Transvaler. Klaas invited me
for dinner and he and Elsa have been two people I have
greatly admired over the subsequent years.

Elsa's maturation as a ware Afrikaner (true
Afrikaner) trying to understand blacks, their problems
and their goals, has paralleled the journey of many of
her fellow Afrikaners in coming to a sensitive
understanding of their fellow citizens.

Elsa Joubert grew up in Paarl. This pleasant
town in the Western <Cape 1is in the center of the
magnificent wine  producing countryside. When Dag

Hammarskjold drove through Paarl, the then Secretary
General of the United Nations remarked as he observed
the gnarled vineyards heavy with grapes, the oak trees
aflame with their autumnal red, and the soaring peaks of
the Hottentot Hollands Mountains that they were not what
he thought of as Africa but more resembled parts of
Europe.

Growing up in this particular coign of vantage
on South Africa, Elsa Joubert had a great deal of
association with the Coloured people. But as a <child
she almost never saw a black person. There weren't many
Africans in the Western Cape.

The original Bushmen and Hottentots had all but
disappeared or had become one ethnic strain within the
Coloured or mixed community. The closest Bantu-speaking
peoples lived hundreds of miles to the east when Elsa
Joubert's forebears settled in the valleys of what Sir
Francis Drake hailed as the "fairest Cape in all the
world.,"

Long after provisions of the Job Reservation Act
had been scrapped where they applied to black and white,
job reservation was still applied to “"protect®"™ Coloured
workers in the Cape from competition from blacks.

It was not until 1980 that the Urban Foundation
obtained permission from a Nationalist government to
provide new housing for blacks in the Western Cape.
Since it had come to power in 1948, the National Party



had adamantly opposed permanent black residence in the
Western Cape and still thinks of the blacks® sojourn as
temporary.

Thus it is understandable that someone like Elsa
Joubert, growing up in Paarl, would not have had first-
hand knowledge of black people or their lives, As she
puts it herself: "I just didn‘t come into contact with
blacks at all until I lived in the Transvaal.”

Even there, her initial contact was largely
restricted to blacks who performed menial jobs in houses
or in shops. Johannesburg and its suburbs were "white
by night," at least in theory. Blacks lived mostly in
the southern-western townships that have come to be
known by the acronym Soweto.

Paradoxically, at the time I first met Elsa
Joubert she had seen more of black people in adjacent
countries where she researched her travel books than in
South Africa. Her writing was then colorful but it
lacked the depth of character analysis one finds in

Poppie.

ORIGINS OF POPPIE

Recently, over lunch in her Cape Town home, Elsa
Joubert surprised me by declaring that her first
insights into how blacks lived in Johannesburg came from
an article of mine. It traced the Motlana family of
Soweto through a typical day. The father to work; the
mother to work; and the two children to Soweto schools.
Hardships faced by blacks came across strongly. I had
spent days following the Motlanas where it was not too
dangerous for a white person == riding the Soweto trains
for example.

As Elsa put it: "The other day I was trying to
think how I first got interested in the kind of story
Poppie represents. Maybe it was that Motlana story you
wrote. That's twenty~five years ago! But I remember
that it started me thinking about how little I knew of
African lives.

"Then a few years later I went to see Athol
Fugard's play The Blood Knot. That stirred my
conscience and made me think even more.”

The play had first been performed in 1961 'in the
Rehearsal Room, a sort of nondescript theater in an old
factory building in Johannesburg. There are only two



characters, one black and one brown. In  one . scene,
Zachariah, who 1is darker skinned, recalls a woman's
song:

My skin is black,
The soap is blue,
But the washing comes out white.

I took a man
On a Friday night;
Now I'm washing a baby too.

Just a little bit black,
And a little bit white,
He's a Capie through and through.

It is easy to see how The Blood Knot == the
title refers to the tie the two characters establish --
would particularly appeal to Elsa Joubert.

She went on: "All of this must have lain in the
back o©of my mind while I kept on writing travel books.
Then when I heard Poppie's story first hand, it all came
together.”

In the meantime, Elsa Joubert had gone beyond
her travel accounts of Egypt, the Sudan, Uganda,
Madagascar, Mozambique, and Angola. Just before the
Portuguese fall in Angola, she wrote an account of their
situation in her book Die Nuwe Afrikaan.

Gathering the material for Poppie required a
number of long interviews and careful questioning to pin
down with scrupulous accuracy the many details of a
forty-year hegira. The tapes themselves were by no
means a novel, They were more like iron ore in relation
to the fabricated steel of the final novel.

Afrikaans-speaking critics have commented on how
exquisitely Elsa Joubert has used that language to
convey the texture of events. She did the English
translation herself, but her love is still for the
Afrikaans version.

AFRIKANER RACIAL ATTITUDES BEFORE POPPIE

The story of Poppie's long journey was published
at a special time in Afrikaans history. Its success
owes something to the times. The period from 1948 to
1978 was largely devoted to redressing Afrikaner wrongs
against English~speaking South Africans and in building



barriers against what was perceived as potential African
domination.

Thus there was the struggle for a republic free
of the British imperial domination, The further
struggle for the entrenchment of Afrikaans language
rights required a lot of the Afrikaners' attention. It
seems strange today, but in 1950 in the Transvaal it was
my experience that if I asked an Afrikaans-speaking
farmer about race relations, he was likely to reply:

"They are getting better -- we get on better
with the rooineks than we used to do." He was referring
to the traditional Boer idea that all} English-speaking
whites were effete city dwellers who got "red necks” as
soon as they were exposed to the sun in the fields.

The time of repressive legislation rolled on for
twenty years. Prime Minister Verwoerd predicted that
Africans would begin to flow out of the urban areas by
1978. But of course, when 1978 came Dr. Verwoerd was
dead and the movement of both Africans and Afrikaners to
the cities was more pronounced than ever,

Perhaps it was only in this changed context that
a novel such as Poppie, detailing the suffering of
Africans under the myriad of harsh regulations, could
have such an appeal to many Afrikaners., Earlier, the
suffering, however deplorable, might have been justified
by some as being only temporary. But by 1978 the
conditions of black urban existence had become
permanent. And not only permanent but recognized as
such by National Party leaders such as Minister Piet
Koornhof.

The awakening in the universities and the press
of Afrikaner +thinking with respect to Africans has not
come evenly among various institutions. It began in the
universities in the 1950s, and they have continued in
various ways to spotlight evil and to promote good. But
academics do not have much influence on politicians in
South Africa. For good or ill South Africa does not
differ much from the rest of the world in that respect.

Next to be heard from within Afrikanerdom was
the press. For the first decade of National Party rule
the press continued to be the journalistic arm of
Afrikaner nationalism, It was generally accepted that
the main Afrikaans publishing companies would have three
or four politicians on their boards, although Dr. Malan
had been personally opposed to this practice.

The Afrikaans press began to show strong signs



of independence throughout the 1970s. With the coming
to power of P. W. Botha as Prime Minister, all
politicians resigned as directors of publishing
companies, freeing the press from an awkward and
unwelcome form of political pressure. Today the
Nasionale Pers, for example, has on its staff a
specialist on African politics who devotes all his
efforts in that regard on behalf of the group. This is
a far cry from a generation ago when both English and
Afrikaans newspapers made 1t a practice to assign a
reporter to "native politics and crime.”

Afrikaners long held business in disdain at the
same time they were +trying to ©penetrate English
dominance in that sphere, One method was to use state
funds, after the National Party came to power in 1948,
to establish and expand state owned enterprises in such
fields as steel, transportation, and energy. Some of
these enterprises, such as the gasoline-~from-coal SASOL
project, have been spectacularly successful.

BUSINESS AND CHURCHES

Afrikaner firms have not been outstanding in
their recognition of the needs of black people. Some
are progressive in the best sense of the word. Others
pay black workers as 1little as possible and provide
appalling conditions. 1In this respect they seem not to
differ significantly from firms headed by English-
speaking South Africans, or from those established by
foreign companies.

Individual Afrikaners have stood out, notably
Anton Ruppert, who warns white South Africans to pay
attention to black needs because, in his vivid words,
"if they don't eat, we won't sleep.”

The struggle of the Afrikaner people from the
1930s, when one out of every four lived in poverty and
was known as a "poor white," through the organization of
groups such as the Reddingsdaadbond, to the prosperity
of the present day is a tremendous story. But
recognition of black economic aspirations on the part of
the political leaders has just begun.

Considering the pivotal role of the churches in
Afrikaans society, an outside observer must be
disappointed in their lack of leadership with respect to
the status of black people. There have been crusades
for fair treatment -- for example, that led in the 1950s
by Dominee Landman of the Nederduits Gereformeerde Kerk



-— but on balance the three Dutch Reform churches have
not exercised strong leadership. The largest N, G.
Church is today under heavy criticism from its so-called
sister churches representing the Coloured, Indian, and
Black communities., It is they who may expel the "mother
church® from communion with fellow worshipers. Some
progress has been made in allowing attendance freely
without regard to race. At one time a cartoonist could
ridicule the N, G. Church with a drawing of a black man
scrubbing the floor of a church and a caption in the
mouth of a policeman, "Its all right to be on your knees
as long as you don't pray."”

The Hervermde Church, more intimately associated
with the old Transvaal Republic and espousing a doctrine
of no equality ("not in church nor in state®), bhas
lagged farthest behind in understanding black
sensitivities. The smallest of the Afrikaans churches

has often been in the vanguard. I refer to the
Gereformeerde Kerk, whose parishioners are often called
"doppers."” This theologically conservative church has

been noticeably outspoken on the side of racial justice
when church doctrine has been involved. Although the
church leaders frown on such activities as dancing at
their Potchefstroom University, they have reacted
positively to black students at "Potch.,”

LITERATURE

If racial attitudes changed slowly in
universities, in the press, in business, and now in some
Afrikaans churches, there has been a growth of
sensitivity in Afrikaans literature. 1In poetry as began
in the 1950s. Opperman's poem XKersliedjie is a good
example because, unlike most poetry, it was reprinted in
a daily newspaper. The poem is the Christmas story.
The three wise men follow a star across the high Karoo
to a slum area of Cape Town and there find the Christ
child =-- and he is brown. In the same period the top
poetry prize in Afrikaans was awarded to a Coloured
poet.

A group of Afrikaans novelists in the 1960s,
known for their decade as "Die Sestigers,” took a
broader view of racial and sexual matters than was the
norm in Afrikaans circles and ran into sharp censorship
as a result. Even today, some Afrikaans novelists find
their work banned in South Africa. Others have taken to
circulating several thousand xerox copies of new novels
before official publication in a successful effort to
beat the ban, much as manuscripts have been circulated



in the Soviet Union as "samzidat.®

Thus the Afrikaans publication of Die Swerfijare
van Poppie Nongena, by the Afrikaans publishing house
Tafelberg, came at a particular juncture in the history
of Afrikaners. The dream of the homelands and of
apartheid as solutions to the problem of race relations
has been abandoned. As we have seen, the permanence of
blacks in urban areas is now accepted. The interaction
of the lives of blacks and Afrikaners is recognized as a
fact. The need for new constitutional arrangements 1is
also recognized, whether they are proposed by the
white-~dominated committee of the President's Council, or
by the black-dominated Buthelezi Commission.

Elsa Joubert's story has deep African roots and
spans the years from Sharpeville through Soweto in a
moving fashion, made all the more poignant and
terrifying because she does not raise her voice or adopt
a tone of militant stridency. For Afrikaners unfamiliar
with the details of black life as lived by people such
as Poppy, there can be no resort to blaming the novel on
agitators, or on the foreign press, or on die Engelse.
This isn't Alan Paton, with his searing indictment of
the 1940s in Cry the Beloved Country. It is a ware
(true) Afrikaans woman writing down Poppie's story of
travail, It is hard to underestimate the psychological
difference for most Afrikaners in reading the story in
Afrikaans and not in English, The comprehension of
words and of plot may be Jjust the same, but the
emotional impact of the anguish is far greater when the
book is read in Afrikaans.

All of this accounts for the political criticism
that the novel has evoked. To point out the tragedies
that arise from "apartheid laws” is viewed as an attack
on the system itself., 1In truth it is such an attack.
And it comes at a time when apartheid thinking is
crumbling. At the end of 1980, I was in South Africa
with a distinguished black American. He is a Federal
judge with wide experience in the kinds of
discrimination that exist in the north as well as in the
south of the United States. After traveling throughout
the country and meeting individually and in groups with
almost a thousand South Africans of all races, he was
moved to conclude: *I haven't met -anybody who will
defend apartheid.” '

True, such people do exist. But the Jjudge had
met with the Minister of Police and with a large number
of prominent Afrikaner judges, lawyers, businessmen, and
newspaper editors. He was impressed with how rapidly
the defense of racial discrimination has crumbled and is
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still crumbling.

Poppie has played a role in this change of
attitudes, which goes far beyond the merely cosmetices.
Poppie is as important in the aggregate as it is
difficult to gquantify. Like most novels of its genre,
the appeal of Elsa Joubert's novel has been greatest
among the best educated and most influential Afrikaners.
It has not been as widely read by young people as has
some sugar-coated adolescent trivia. But even among
those disposed to literary diabetes, I have found young
people at Stellenbosch University who have read Poppie
and can discuss the book intelligently.

Although "cosmetic” is the code word to minimize
and denigrate racial changes in South Africa, the end of
1980 witnessed a cosmetic event with a generic symbolism
far beyond the specific act. Heart surgeon Christiaan
Barnard successfully transplanted the heart of Marita
Muir, a young white South African receptionist, into the
ravaged body of Gideon Meshack Wandera, a black customs
inspector from Kenya. .Beyond the operation itself, the
lack of protest from racist quarters, which would have
raised hell a decade ago, was encouraging.

MICHENER

James Michener, whose novel of Afrikaners, The
Covenant, headed the New York Times best seller list,
has this to say about recent moves toward racial justice
in South Africa:

If hard-headed thoughtful Afrikaners are
prepared to think of radical change, we
Americans must be ready to support them, But
that great change is inevitable I have no
doubt whatsoever.,

One fact that must be kept in mind is that
almost no American has ancestors who have
lived in America as long as the ancestors of
Afrikaners have lived in South Africa. To
tell them blandly to ‘get out of Africa’ when
they have been there since 1652 1is as
unwarranted as to tell the people of Boston or
New York to get out of America, since they
arrived on our shores considerably later.”®
(Personal letter to the Editor, Munger
Africana Library Notes.)
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Elsa Joubert's heartfelt tocsin to her Afrikaner
people is straightforward: Appreciate the travails of
black people. Don't leave South Africa; save it. In
creating a wide appreciation of the present fate of
black people, Poppie and her family among them, the
author has made a signal contribution towards yerlig or
enlightened racial attitudes.

We are grateful for the synopsis which follows
to Klaas Steytler, Elsa Joubert's husband. It is
reproduced by courtesy of Danie van Niekerk of Tafelberg
Pers. Our thanks go also to Anneke Gerber for arranging
the book reviews of Poppie, to Wilma Fairchild for
editing, and to Linda Benjamin for typing it all.

Ned Munger
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DIE SWERFJARE VAN POPPIE NONGENA

Bleak Horizon ~ and Poppie Nongena is the epic
story of a black family who live in the north-western

Cape Province of South Africa. They are peasants who
three generations ago migrated from their traditional
tribal territory.

In accord with the apartheid political
dispensation in South Africa they are compelled to move
from their home -~ first to Cape Town, and then to their
traditional "homeland," which is unknown to them. They
find it difficult to adjust to urban life and the family
experiences many problems. Dissatisfaction and
political awareness lead to the riots of 1976.

The principal protagonist is Poppie Nongena, a
Xhosa woman. The book describes her life from.childhood
until the age of 40, at which stage she is the mother of
five and a grandmother. She is drawn against her wishes
into political unrest.  Apart from external political
and social upheavals, she experiences from her youth -~
and especially in the tribal area she is returned to --
the sharp conflict which involves all of Africa.
Westernization (embodied in school and church) is in
conflict with the traditional tribal rituals (embodied
in ancestor worship, witch doctors and initiation
rituals).

Above all, however, she is a mother-figure who
fights to protect her children and their future. Her
stature grows, in the words of a critic, to that of a
Mother Courage of Africa.

The entire story is based on fact.

STORY~LINE

Poppie and her three younger brothers, Plank,
Hoedjie and Mosie, grow up with their grandmother in
Upington, a town situated in semi-desert. Their father
has abandoned them long ago and their mother, Mama,
works as a housemaid to support the children,

Grandma Hannie, who sells old bones and works as
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a washer-woman for white people, is a faithful church~
goer and the children feel protected by her presence.
In the extended family system, Grandma Hannie's seven
other children play parental roles, and the numerous
nephews and nieces 1live together as brothers and
sisters,

Mama, however, gains better-paid work in a
fish~factory at Lambert's Bay, a fishing village on the
west coast, north of Cape Town, and the children and
Grandma Hannie journey there with her.,

Poppie has to leave school to care for Mama's
children from her common-law husband until she, also,
can work at the factory (which employs 13-year-olds as
“cleaners®). She loves her step-brothers and sisters,
especially the youngest, Jakkie.

They live happily in the fishing village. Plank
becomes a fisherman, Hoedjie is employed as a waiter at
a hotel reserved for whites and Mosie attends school.
When the season is good, they have sufficient money; if
it is poor, they accept the inevitable. Their great
SOrrow is that Plank == influenced by the other
fishermen -- begins to drink heavily. However, this 1is
accepted in the same manner as the illness and
subsequent death of Grandma Hannie. Although they are
Xhosas, as a family they are more fluent in Afrikaans
and English than they are in Xhosa, and their
relationship with the brown people among whom they live
is good. For three generations they have had no direct
contact with the Ciskei and Transkei -- the original
lands of the Xhosa. Among themselves, they refer to
these areas disparagingly as "the land,” or merely as
"Kaffirland."

As a l6-year-old, Poppie falls in love with
Stone Nongena, a migrant laborer from the Ciskei who
adheres to Xhosa traditions,

He pays lobola (bride-price) for her and they
marry in Grandma's Methodist church. Thereafter, the
traditional Xhosa rituals are observed. With Stone,
Poppie travels as a young woman for the first time to
the Ciskei on holiday and finds the customs and life-
style of the tribal Xhosas extremely strange.

Political complications in South Africa force
their way 1into their lives shortly after the birth of
their son, Bonsile. The black people of Lambert’s Bay
are told that they must move to Nyanga, a new black
township near Cape Town, because the west coast has
become a preferential labor area for the brown people.
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Mama, the stepfather, the half-brothers and
sisters, Mosie, Hoedjie and Plank leave for the Cape.
Later, when life at Lambertfs Bay -- and official
pressure on black people -- becomes too severe, Poppie
and Stone follow,

The family finds it very difficult to adjust to-
life in the city. Mama and the stepfather are compelled
to marry in a church in order to qualify for a dwelling;
Stone has to undertake contract (temporary “guest®
labor) so as to obtain a plot on which to erect a
corrugated-iron shack, The brothers obtain work, but
Hoedjie begins to drink as heavily as Plank, and life in
the new squatter-camp is rough and dangerous. Money is
scarce, there is insufficient housing and the sgkollies
(hooligans) carry knives when they rob their own people.
A fresh threat now rears its head ~- a stricter
application of the pass law. Women, also, are compelled
to be in possession of pass books. Even when they visit
friends in neighboring townships, Poppie and her
brothers have to obtain permits,

Dissatisfaction in the black areas grows. After
the eruption at Sharpeville in the north, unrest spreads
southwards to the Cape. In 1960, Poppie and her family
experience the great strike in Cape Town.

Although she is at home with three young
children, and Stone 1is ill and in any event unable to
attend work, she worries intensely about her brothers.
Towards the end of the strike she witnesses the stoning
of her neighbor, Mr. Mfukeng -- a police informer -- by
her own countrymen, He dies on the street.

Even the cessation of the strike fails to herald
peace and rest. Stone cannot adjust to the exacting
demands of urban life, which unsettle and frighten him;
he becomes chronically ill. First he suffers from a
light form of tuberculosis. After a long sojourn in
hospital he regains his health -- and is stricken by
chronic nausea. He 1is soon unemployed. Poppie is
compelled to leave the children to their own devices at
home and to find work. She is employed as a char and
for years the family exists in poverty. Each day
becomes a struggle for survival. Plank works on the
boats as a fisherman. Hoedjie is married to Muis and
both are habitually drunk. Only Mosie lives with her,
and because he is unmarried, assists her in the support
of the children.

Mama's life is also exacting. The stepfather is

miserly and malevolent, and she finds it difficult to
maintain her family in a decent manner., She also works
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as a housemaid in the city.

Because the Cape Peninsula and its vicinity
become a preferential labor area for brown people, the
law affects the family there, also. New legislation for
blacks employed in the Cape makes it necessary for them
to carry -- in addition to the pass -— a special work
permit. In order  to obtain one, an individual has to
have been resident in the Cape for 15 years or to have
worked uninterruptedly for one employer for 10 years.
Mama, the brothers and the stepfather are granted
permits. Poppie 1is refused one, partly because she is
married to a "guest" laborer, and partly because of the
employment stipulation. She is told to return to her
territory of origin ~~ an area she has had no contact
with.

Because she feels that she has a right to be in
the Cape, Poppie will not agree to leave. She gqueues
for hours at the offices of the Bantu Administration
Board to explain that her husband has been unable to
work because of illness and that she has small children
to support -- three, later four, then five children.
She then asks for an extension to the permit allowing
her to remain in the Cape. For 10 years she gueues
every two to three months to obtain extensions. She
reproaches herself for having- married a man from
Kaffirland, although she could not have <foreseen what
legislation would be introduced. She turns against
Stone when he consults witch doctors for medicine when
the doctors at Groote Schuur Hospital cannot help him.
She remains faithful to her church and begins to feel
that her departure from the Cape may be God's will. For
her, there is no alternative.

But where <can she go? Stone's parents are
elderly and live 1in a primitive hut in a mountain
settlement in the Ciskei. She cannot live there with
five children. She has no immediate family or friends
in the Ciskei or Transkei.

However, when the Government erects three large
townships in the Ciskei and she is promised a four-
roomed house and a school for her <children, she gives
in, She 1is weakened by the birth of her fifth child,
wearied by nursing a sick man, caring for <children and
working. She 1is spiritually ill from having to beg to
remain where she feels she belongs. Also, Mosie has
married, and she feels her brothers can survive without
her care.

In January 1971 she and her five children are
put on a train and resettled in the Ciskei at Mdantsane,
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a new residential area for blacks Jjust outside "East
London. Stone, as a "guest" laborer, is permitted to
remain in the Cape. Because there is no work for him in
East London, they decide that he should remain in the
township as the bread-winner.

Poppie and her children experience four
difficult years in an alien area where the people and
their manners, the <c¢limate, the circumstances, are
strange. They, as people from the Cape who cannot even
speak Xhosa correctly, are regarded as intruders., After
two years Stone visits them, but he has deteriorated and
they begin to bicker about the future of the children,
He feels that his daughters should live with and care
for his parents on the "land," but Poppie opposes this
vehemently =-  even hardheartedly. Her existence in
Mdantsane is motivated by her desire to educate - her
children, so that they will not have to suffer as she
has. Moreover, they are clever, hard-working children.
When Stone wishes Bonsile =-- the eldest son -- to
accompany him to the "land"™ to attend a traditional
tribal ritual (the slaughter of an ox after the death of
a relative) she refuses to allow it, Bonsile must
study.

Although Poppie, as a Xhosa woman, can
appreciate the necessity for tribal rituals,
Christianity and education have priority.

In 1974, just before the children are due to
return to school, Poppie receives the news that Stone
has died in the Cape. As a last refuge, he had again
visited a witch doctor, whose powerful potion caused his
death. Poppie and the children travel to the Cape to
attend the funeral. She realizes how Stone had
neglected himself in his attempt to support her and the
children, As she gazes at the emaciated body in the
coffin she wonders where she had chosen the wrong path.

Now she has to make decisions for her family.
Although Mama and Mosie want her and the children to
live with them in Cape Town, it is forbidden by law.
Neither she nor her children can obtain permits
entitling them to work or to attend school, and they
risk arrest if they remain. 1In Mdantsane, there is no
worthwhile employment.

She decides after all to send  the girls to
Stone's ©parents on the "land." The girls are extremely
reluctant; they dislike the primitive conditions in the
tribal territory and do not know their grandparents.
However, Poppie forces them to accept her decision,
Bonsile can remain in the house in Mdantsane and
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continue his studies. If she lets a section of the
house, she can even profit. The two small children can
live illegally with Mosie -- children are not asked to
produce passes -- and she, without a work permit and at
her own risk, will take on housework at the Cape,
because wages there are double those in East London,

Her plan works well, she even succeeds in again
obtaining a temporary work-permit, but through dreams
she begins to experience psychic disturbances. She
feels that she must fulfill Stone's desire to have
Bonsile undergo tribal rituals in the "land." Initially,
she refuses the grandfather's request that Bonsile visit
the "land.® 1In her reply to his letter she writes that
he must first complete his schooling. However, when the
father—-in-law dies, and the dreams that plague her
intensify, she gives in. She leaves her work, Mama and
Mosie support her financially, and she takes Bonsile to
the "land” to undergo the traditional initiation ritual,
She feels that in whatever way the Xhosa traditions (the
dark, mysterious rituals, the dancing and feasting)
begin to take possession of her, she must steel herself
not to submit to the almost hypnotic group-
consciousness. Memories of church-singing in her youth
help her to resist the primitive =- which is also
present in her. One of her daughters, Thandi, manifests
the psychic power which makes it .apparent that she will
become a witch doctor. This severely disturbs Poppie.

Because of the time devoted to the ritual, the
children all 'lose a full school year. Bonsile is
compelled to work to earn money. On her way back to
Cape Town, Poppie visits East London and finds that an
illegitimate child fathered by Bonsile was born on the
day Stone died. This makes the neglected, ill and
backward child precious. She takes responsibility for
the «c¢hild and they return to Cape Town together. In
exchange, she has to leave Fezi, her favorite son, with
Bonsile., She feels that little by little, everything
precious to her 1is being stripped away. Yet she
promises herself and the children that one day they will
be together again.

She returns to work and saves from the beginning
so that the children can attend school the following
year.

In 1976 political complications once again
involve the family. Unrest erupts in June at Soweto,
Johannesburg, and shortly afterwards spreads to the
Cape. The children burn down schools, libraries,
administration offices, and post and pass offices. They
refuse to attend school and launch a crusade against the
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drunkenness which, to a large extent, has destroyed the
lives of their parents and themselves. Although Poppie
sympathizes with the rioters, she is grateful . that her
children in the Ciskei are not endangered.

For her, a disturbing feature of the unrest is
the antagonism which develops between the two Xhosa
groups -- the migrant laborers and the established
city-dwellers ("townborners®). The migrants who drink
oppose the actions of the children. Poppie believes
that the people should stand together, for the children
are fighting for the rights of all.

Mama's youngest child, Jakkie, is now 22 vyears
old, and after working for a few years, has returned to
school. He is actively involved in the unrest and they
are all concerned for his safety.

On Boxing Day, 1976, while Poppie, her youngest
daughter and Bonsile's child are in the township, bloody
fights erupt between two Xhosa groups, the city dwellers
and the migrant laborers.

The police arrive and Poppie sees them shoot at
the city-dwellers; thus taking the side of the migrants.
Bonsile's child, which Poppie is carrying on her back,
is struck by a brick hurled by a migrant, and dies.

Dissatisfaction in the black townships
continues, The young people who control the uprising
begin to work in secret, and Jakkie 1is suspected of
revolutionary activities. When a policeman attempts to
arrest him, he tugs out a revolver and shoots him. He
flees. After some months, he arrives in East London.
He asks Bonsile to help him and to take him to Herschel,
where the girls are living on the "land.®” Once there,
it is a simple matter to slip across the border into
Lesotho, The police are informed and Poppie’s children
are detained in Herschel,

They are released, but Poppie realizes that the
lives of her children, which she wishes to protect at
all costs, must now take their course. They, too, are
born to destinies over which she has no control. What
will be, will be.

This synopsis was written by Klaas Steytler,

Elsa Joubert's husband, and is reproduced by courtesy of
Mr. Steytler and Tafelberg Pers.
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Documentary

Paul Ablernan

Popplo Elsa Joubent (Hoddsr £6.50)

The waord ‘novel’ is imprecise and is applied
o man) wrorks which sre really thinly dis-

Spestator 20 Sapomier 1600

@ death, as in e dave plantations of the
American pre<ivd war South. but the cor-
porate white mae of South Africa can. snd
does. oppress and degrade the corporatc
Black man. The Afvihaner talks abou pre-
serving his culture and defending his values
even as he debases the former and pollutes
ghe latter by polices incompanble wathon -
isation.

Poppie is bors w0 weep but her girthood,
though harsh. s ealerably happy. She mar-
nies 8 good man. Sione. in late girthood and
then her troubles, which are o paradigm of

Quise But b ]
wel be defined. Popp:c & ceriainly a bor-
derline case. As {ar os | can ascertain, the
Book consists of the oral memoirs of a black
hoss woman taben down by Elsa Joubert
gnd presented 1o ws with litde changed
®ther than personal nanes. Elss Joubert
terself i3 8 white, Afrihaner woman of
French  Huguenot descent.  Poppie
describes 8 way of Wfe that Miss Joubert
admits i alien to her. She has done an
efficient and wrtful job of ediling and
welecting but she has not writien & novel.

What she has given us is & documentary
aboui the life of black South Africans and
wery moving it is. For alf that, | missed the
aovelist's shill and fonged for faces and
places 1o be brought to lile as only an artist
gan contrive. The flat style of Poppie (or
sother of her original) takes us into her mind
end responses bul we have todoa grent deal
of ‘piecinig out her imperfections with our
thought'. Somewhere behind her painful
slory, we sense the grest cities and greater
Pains, the mountains and sea, the people
and industry , and all the other aspects of the
Buge. riven nation at the foot of Africa but
ey are wot vividly evoked in words.

Sl there B no doubt 1hat this book
eonveys the reality of apartheid in 8 way
thet no amount of statistics and journalistic
Feports could do. There are violent inci-
dents and examples of inhumanity in its
peges bul they do not set the tone. Indeed,
the handful of whites (and one of the staril-
tmg reselstions s how litile contact there is
Between the saces) that figures individuslly
& mosily decent or even benign. No, itis the
grinding harshness of 8n unjust society
which mobilises our indignation. And the
failure of justice derives not from the well-
&mown fact that the huge majority of :he
population enjoys only 2 wnall pr
@f the available resources but from the (for
Both reces) spiritually ruinous circumy-
tnces that one.rece dictates the condition
of the other. .

Even it the whiles were baprobably o
decree thart they themseh es should inhabir
e shanty -towm and the blistering huts on
the plains while the blacks basked in air-
eonditioned luxun and drove big cars. the
Besic injustice of apartheid would persist. It
gesides in the fact that the blacks have no. o
wery lintle. controf over theiv own lives and
ol the fine words about separate but equal
drvelopment {even if o were Wue) CANAGL
glliterate the fart thot this situation i &
form of davers . No indndual v hite man in
Buuth Africs eon lowfully bees a black man

the troubles of whe whole black nation,
begin Blacks fimd it @mposible to earn
more than survival wapes snd they are
harrassed perpermally by laws designed to0
implement white aspirations. Poppie starts
bearing chidren. She and Sione are sepa-
rated. Her beloved brothers begin tabing
the only path ow of white South Afrxs
gvailable to blacks. through the neck of 8
bottle. Pass laws charne! Poppie into end-
Less queues for remrwed residence and other
permits. Family ties are strong aad o heart-
ening aspect of thas book is that it reveals 2
society which, whille grievously deprived of
worldly goods, is sull rich in human rela-
sionships.

The cash nexua. if ondy because there s so
litde cash about. has emall influznce on
South Africans wizh blach skins. But strong
though they are, family ties are not sirong
enough to beep lwmhes from being
and hgal

In the eosrugated-iron buts and
bar: Illllt congrese  Bouses, members of
tamilies reunite for a day o a month before
being once more dispersed by the endiess
quest for a bit more mones or secunty or

from leged ion.

After vears in Cagetown (or rather in the
structured rubble-drap which the Blacks
imhabit there), Pappie is finally driven owt
By the pass laws for 2 two-day train pourne)
10 the dreaded ved-mealie’ iands where all
& raw, barven and primitive. Her husband.
sow tubercular msd dying, stays behind 10
work in @ garage snd send her money
Poppie makes smme kind of life for hersell
snd her three chddren in the Cishei.

There are dembs aplenty. from dicease
and drink, knife amad gun. But sume Bf the
young ones survive and some of the sur-
vivors msnage. egains! great odds. 10
aoquire the rudiments of education and 10
Begin planaing o ew dispensation 1e South
Afvica. Poppie berself is too conservative to
feel much other then alarm at the nshs
generated by the new militancy . She tahes
eomfort in bes mvong Christianity and

.equally swong Xkoss treditionalism. Her

hybnd, but perseetly valid. culture i 2 tas-
cinating aspect of the book. Poppe spends
all night singing Bymns in church and the
rext doy goes off to purchese a goat to be
secrificed al her $0R’s CIFCUMCIHION cete-
mom in the bush

*Teould aot affeed an ox for the feant. but
1 doughtered twabeep. and we had crough
bger amd hread and stamped mealies and
ginger beer and Kool-md. and other cvnl
Erinks, our ows bome amede drinks



NEWSWEEK

BOYTH AFRICA’S
HOTHER COURAGE

fler pame is Poppie Nongens. Now 40, she
& & black wozosn whose take of suffering
muamnh@d—w-south Africa's web of
tawo—gefects the bleak

Shoeeas exigtence of thousands of simi-
mmhtmmmmyhmu
Ommah Afrioan say: “We never knew." lp 8
. boek thet bos become an overnight senss-
gmn, povelist Elss Joubert has evoled Pop-
mnmmumhmvmgdﬂaﬂ!hmevcn
comch Afrikaners

ore goestioning their
Mlmhrmn}pobaes
O Christmas Doy in 1976, Poppie
T

hmYmdPoppqumgm targely
feoed on those tapes, unfolds like s Greek
agady, mdtbebemnendmcrwedbyme
arigic as “Rothes

GAREN LAWS: Poppie’s besband fell il
with twbercalosis and she was forced to
manhmmndbuﬂvecbudmn Asa gty
tesemaid, she ofen “alept in,” prevemted
by the harsh pess laws froem seeing ber family
@ore than & few bours o wezk. Afer years of
{mting off tbe white bureancracy, the final-
lybﬂequmh!yfmnworkpaml,md
was “resettled™ with ber children in 8 rural
wibal aren that was theoretically her “home-
ts2d,” but which she had sever seen before.
"llnmbcl.ordumu:hnngu you will
" sud the pass-office oficial Poppie

YORKSHIRE POST

June 4, 1979

didn't ery when the train left the station, but
when ghe prrived ot ber pew home, ohe felt
ghe had been “thrown away.” And becouse

there wes Bo work in the resettlement camp,
e busband bad to remain near Cape Town
6 5y 60 enrn 8 biving.

Dot Poppie's greatest tregedy was the
1976 rioting im the bleck towmnship of Langa
M fru.'n & clash hawem bhc!u nnd

g
Manmmcmh!hmk—mnmdbym

revolotionanes.
“Uly posor lost Kotle lumbs, hoo i caught

October 23,

ep with youT" she saks in the book. “J who
thought: you're out of trouble, let the other
children burn and throw sones and be sbot
and beaten ip the cities, you are out of it all
For you | suffered go thet you could kive in
peace and go 10 achool, away from it all.

! And now it has caught up with you, t00.”

CAMPUS DEBATE: Joubert's book bas won
three South African literary swards and bas
been suggested as compulsory resding
South African schools. The letters columns
of Afriknans newspapers have been Glled
with commentary, much of it from guilt-

giricken Afrikaners. And it has touched off
a debate on South Africa'’s campuses. Re-
cently, Prof. Joban Degenaar, bead of the
department of political philosopby at the
University of Swellenbosch, called apari-
heid lnws “gtructural viokence™ for which
the Afvikaners were 10 blame.

Poppie is now kiving in o remote tibal
bomeland and has oot read the book that
s made ber 8 hounehold word throughout
the country. “The Bible is enough for me,”
ghe recently told Joubert. But JSeubent
hopes thet Poppie’s story may belp bring
about 8 change of beart on the part of South
Africs's white supremscists. "I know peo-
ple who are very verkrampi-—night wing—
and they heve told me that they didn't know
the black man was & person,” sbe said last
wezh. “They say when they eee o black
pesnon weiting for e bus or working they
wonder now for the first time where they're
going, and shout their families.™
AROUS DEMING w1th
FETER YOUNGHUSBAND m Cepz Toum

1980

POPPIE. By Elsas Joubert (Hedder &
Stoughton, £6.30). This novel, based on
the life story of a Black woman living in
South Africa today, describes the heart-
less system of apartheid from the inside.
its simple understatement of what it is

fike to

born Black achieves a dramatic

imtensity. Yet it is mo political tract,
simply a story of how the human spirit in
ene woman can survive the brutality of
life. Andre Brink describes it as a “vision

of human bondage . .
Poppie

was

originally published

. of epic breadth.”

in

Afrikaans and became an sward-winning
best-seller in South Africa. This fact must
give some grounds for hope that that

eountry is ereeping closer to openin

its

eyes to what it 15 doing to its fellow
eountrymen. §.P.
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PETER VAN RYNEVELD writes:

EES dic volgende bewerings of uitroepe:
© “Die Klcurling raak so dikwels dronk™.
@ “Al ding wat dic swartman wil hé is 'n paar vroue en ‘n pondok in.
die tuisland. Hy is nie winsgeoriénteerd nie.”

@ “Jou Hotnot! ™

Onwaarhede? Verslgemenings? Af-
trekende vitrorpe? Amper elke dag op
Stellenbosch hoor ‘n mens hierdie tipe
stellings, asof hulle sanvsarde feite van
die samelewing Is. Nee, dit behoort nie
80 o wwes nie. §3 doar nie bets verkeerd
nle? Soos Shakespesre geskryf het:
‘Sowmething is rotees In the State of
Denmark’.

At 8 SAAK mecting last year o
young Afrivan girl, who was 8 member
of the Mowbeay Inter-Race Group,
toid the pathctically small number of
Maties who attended the meeting, wiy
gle was sad, Spraking in English, she
enplained: we white people who fun
the country think we know whst s
best for the Africans, the Coloused,
the Asians snd the Whites in South
Africs. We think we know how the
‘gverage’ African thinks, how he does
rot meed much money, huw he i
happy to walk to work, bow he likes to
deink a lot, and so on. She was sad that
we who arc educated people think that
wey, beceuse i B mot s Many
Africans have the same hopes and
gspirations that white prople have.
They went o own a decent home and
a c¢ar, and to hsve their family with
them. They are after sff people. And,
Bke us, shey would like to bz trented 88
geople, wot as second oy shird cless
Basmans.

POPPIE'S STRUGGLE

Bluch has been written and discuss
¢4 recently about Fles Jouberl's book
“Die Swerljsre van Popple Nongena™.
The story deals largely with Poppie’s
strugple to find stability sad sccurity
for heesell and her family within the
system of sparibeid. iz is not intended
0 be 8 political book. Els Joubent
mys: "My puipoee was {o break 8
Borrice of ignosence™ {drgus Sonuary
36). The twok it tmed on o truo sory.

Mony pruph deve beopunded s the
ook, A wonsn fn hesplial wete (o
Vlaw Buwbcel saylng thet she saw fhs

person who served her tes in o differ-
ent light - that she was & person, not
Just & worker. ‘“They sec black people
as fellow citizens end human beings”
{Argus Janvary 16).

This is my point: as wes realized in
Denmark, somcihing has to change,
snd wint i needed in South Alrica isa
change In efritude between South
Africans; it & a change that must come
from the fwart as well as the mind. A
society ultimately depends not upon
the rulese of that society, but sather
upon the people who make the rules.
We in South Afilcs ore mot perfect
people, but we clsim to belong to 8
society based en Cwistian principles,
one ‘of which ls love your aeighbour
83 you love yoursel”. Whom du you
gegard as your nelghbour? :

Surcly then, our great need in
South Africa 2t present is to fweak
down many of the basriers of ignor-
ance and preconceived Jdeas that exist
between our different gacial groups. 1
wonder if # is not spartheid ~ in
schools, pesidentisl greas, cinemas,
beaches, etc. that fs the yule which
grevents ws from destsoying the sot
that kas set into our society.

{To bs continued - Bditor.)



Book reviews

POPPIE NONGENA, by Eisa Joubert (Tafel-
berg)

Reviewed by Rybfe ven Reenen, formerly Amils-
fani Editer of “Rapport™

Poppic Rachel Nongena (bomm Matati) isn’t her
real name, But thut is just about all that isn't true
in Die Swerfjare van Poppic Nongena (The Wan-
dering Years of Poppie Nongena). This book has
shaken Afrikaans speaking South Africa ss mo
other in many, many years.

It is the taped life story of an Afrikaans
speaking black domestic worker in Cape Town.
She 1old it to foremost Afrikaans novelist and
former journalist, Elsa Joubert, shortly after the
turbulent events of 1976. A time when — as Pop-
pic’s Buli Mosic says in this book — things were
terrible indeed, but something in one’s heart said;
At last,

Poppie was born at Upington in the North-
western Cape. As the historian G. M. Theal aiso
tells. some Xhosa tribespeople bad setiled there
during the pinctcenth century, marrying into the
eolourcd community and 10 a considerable extent
adopting Afrikaans as their first language, but
keeping tradilions such as the Abakhctwa, lobola,
elc.

As a young pirl Poppic works in the canning
fuctory at Lambert’s Bay on the West Coast. She
marrics the shy young Xhosa, Stonc Nongena,
from the Herschel district (in whal has since be-
come Transkei). who has been working on the
West Coust fishing fiests.

Whon the familics of bluck workers are
evicted from Lambert’s Bay, Poppie is told 10 go
to Cupe Town. And so she fands in the squatlers’
camp of Jukkalsvici where ber mother and some
brothers already are. and the long batile with
rasscs and permits begins: to find somewhere to
ive. 1o find some way 10 earn enough o give their
children an educated fulure.

Stone follows her and becomes a contract
worker who can mever qualify for permanent
sesidence and must live in the Bachelors' Quarters.
Poppic becomes alternatively ebar and slesp-in.
She has again and sgain. almost from month to
month for years on end, to cajole, scheme and beg
fo have her permit remewed.

Eventually she despairs and accepts 8 home-
lands house for her and her children in far-away
Mduntsane, where she bas never been and knows
ao-one. From there she comes back because she
can no longer, after Stone’s death iz Cape Town,

pic encounter between
frican and Afrikaner

earn enough to-keep ber children at school. So
she js in Jakkalsviei at the time of the nylons
(police vans) and the tervor of the riots . . .

Poppie tells her story — which Elsa Joubert
bas brilliantly edited — in the lively, racy Afri-
kaons she grew up with. She tells it all, the fun as
well as the hardships, in 2 mauner which brings
the warm feliowship, the richness and also the
many tensions of black township life slive as never
before in Afrikaans. .

And in the unbelievable fortitude and strong
faith with which this woman faces up fo blow
after blow that life deals her, the readers of Poppie
gecognise that rare quality, true greatness.

Poppic’s real name is being kept a close secret
so that she shouldn't get into trouble with the
authorities — because of troubles, oh of troubles!
this woman has had enough. But whoever she is,
she could not have dreamt that her story would
have such enormous effect.

Die Swerfjare van Poppie Nongena (published
by Tafelberg) is being considered for two of the
mujor literary prizes of the year, A bumper first
edition was sold out within 2 month and the
pecond edition is being snapped up.

The whole book is being serialised by Rap-
port, the Afrikaans Sunday paper. Fair Lady is

blishing & mumber of translated extracts. The
mok itself is being translated into English and
into French. In the Frec State it is being produced
as a play.

The whole Afrikaans speaking community
{and beyond) seemis tc be taking Poppic 1o its
beart. As one reader put it: “For the first time,

ou know, I'm really looking at my char. at a
‘lack person crossing the strcet, and wondering:
are you also battling with permits in order to be
near your husband? are you having trouble with
the schooling of your chiidren? with wnemploy-
ment and sickness in your family? with housing?
police raids?”

In the mincteenth century Harriet Beecher

Siowe wrote Uncle Tom's Cabin, a book which
apened people’s eyes to the full horror of slavery
ard a0 played @ major rok in the abolition of that
evil. Who knows what role Poppie and Elsa's book
i s yet, to play im South Africa?
The first instalment of the abrideed English trans-
lation "Poppic” appeared in “Fuir Lady" of April
I1. Elsa Joubert's experiences while writing the
buok, which appear in a separate article, are par-
sicularly imteresting.



Power and cruelty

Hilary Beiley reviews new fiction

Whereas the samural ecul-
¢ure distorts lives gently, like
training @ bonzai tree, South
Africa just smashes them.
Werking, scrabbling for
passes, always moving in
sesponse to race Jlaws and
family end tribal pressures,
caught up in riots, Elsa
Joubert’s hervine, Peppie,
has &er life perpetually
broken in pieces by the com-
bined pressures of being a
woman, & mother, a worker
and, sbove all, & black South
African. Every time B&he
patiently sticks together the
fragments; every time they
are shattered spart again.

For two years Elsa Joubert
gook down the details of an
actual woman's life and the
result, simply written in
the language she might have
used, is & novel in spite of
ftself. The Book, lacking com-
ment, sentiment, fine writing,
or any construction eother
than that of Poppie's life,
achieves the status of 2 work
ef imagination in & curious
way -— it is as if Poppie’s
eternal gquest for stability
end better times, in the face
of Impossible eodds, is like &

¢riumph of jmagination in
ftself. This gives the book {
unity and, indeed, a kind @
grandeur.

THE GUARDIAN October 9, 1980



SOUTH AFRICAN DIGEST April 6, 1979

Three In a row

Movelist Elsa Joubert has won her
third major literary award within a
week for her work, Die Swerfjare van
Poppie Nongena.

The book, which deals with a Black
woman and her family, has won pnze
money fotalling R16 000.

Mrs Joubert received the first
award, the R1 000 W A Hoimeyr prize
for the best book published by Nasio-
nale Boekhandel, last Friday. On
Wednesday the book also received
the CNA prize worth R2 000.

Then the Louis Luyt prize worth
R10 000 (pius a study bursary worth
R2 500) was awarded (o Mrs Joubert.

Audrey Blignault writes in Die
Buiger that the book was published
fin November 1578 sod is already inits
third reprint.

Popple goes worldwide July 20, 1979

The extremely successful Afrikaans
novel, Die Swerfjare van Poppie
Nongena, by Elsa Joubert, has been
translated into English by the author and
is to be published soon by Hodder and
Stoughton in London under the proba-,
bietitle of The Long Journey of Poppie
Nongena.

in monetary terms, Poppie is aiready
one of the most successful books in Af-
rikaans literature, writes Jaap Boekkooi
in The Star.

it has been serialised in two Scuth
African weeklies and has so far earned
Miss Joubert about R30 000in royatties.
The book has alsc received the CNA,
Louis Luyt and Hofmeyer awards.

Negotiations are on hand o transiate
the story into French, Danish, Swedish
and Norwegian and, possibly later, into
German and Dutch as well.
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Thomas Hinde

1 bave imsufficieat fpace to
do justice to Elsa Joubert's
Poppie. All who are imterested
in South Africa will read it
with fascination. Those who
were Bot when they begam will
be by the end.

For g bundred pages 1 won-
dered whether it should cor-
rectly ' be called & mnovel er
documentary, since it claims
to be the true life-story of a
black South African girl with
mothing changed except her
name. Thereatter the cumula.
tive dismay produced by Pop-
pie’s evidence made such a
guestion seem unimportant.

The claim is apyway disin-
genuous. By ending her account
of Poppie’s life with the death
of her grandchild in the riots of
1975 and by tcliing it largely
in Poppie’s words, Miss Joubert
makes juet the sort of trans-
formation eof the objective
world imto art which any
sovelist makes.

~ The great werit of “ Poppie "
§s that it does not merely arouse
indignation sgainst the South
African Government (which
seems so largely to have brought
its troubles on itself) but raises
the much wider question of
whether aa gociety can func-
tion ence traditional beliefs, and
in particular respect of the old
by the young, bave been
destroyed.

"The book, originally written in
Afrikaans and now translated bv
the suthor into Emglish, hecame
the centre of political con-
froversy when it was published
in South Africa two years ago.
I'm mnot surprised. The sim.
glicitv with which Peppie tells
“er glory makes it eatirelv con-
vincing a7d her lack of bitter-
mess or political sophistication
gre wore moving thap any
ghetoric.
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gu bert’s parrative seems,
itially, plodding and
ingenuousg. Poppie {is the

gtory of @ black SouthAfrican
woman of Xhosa ancesiry
whose family moved to
Cape Town and, after life-
times of bitter bardship,
came to grief st the time of
the Soweto riots. It was told
to Me Joubert, who has trans:
lated her semi-documentary
novel from Afrikaans into
Eaglish, The English reader,
faced with maps, family trees,
glossaries, and & long text
packed with Afrikaans
brases and fatly rendered
acts, may feel that it’s ealy
the esormity of the events
which validates the movel.
There’s little sense of char-
acter, and all too much ethnic
detail: *We liked ouma’s
griddle cskes too, and
umphokege, a crumbly por-
ridge we ate with sour mulk’

But it wou!ld be wrong o
be put off. ‘Poppic’ is
informative, especialiy abovt

Hermione Lee

the Xhosa woman’s status in
marriage — haviag to please
ber husband’s family as much
as him — about the conflict
between tribal rituals and
the church, and absut the gap
between Poppie's war-time
generation and the one grow.
ing up after Sharpevilie. Very
slowly, the grinding details—

-ghe appalling tiving aud work-

ing conditions in Eape Town,
of Poppie’s degrading 10-year
struggle for a resident’s pass,
of her eviction to a desclate
location mear East London—

ome painfully absorbing.
I’s interesting that André
Brink praises  Poppie,’ for he
deals with the complex politi-
cal position of the Afrikaner,
while Joubert suppresses that
viewpoint to show what an
ordinary, essentially apoliti-
cal black woman’s attempt at
the dignity of a stable family
life must be like under apar-
theid.

Poppie resists being
‘ghwasa’® {psychic) in order
to survive. In The Bee-
keepers, Peter Redgrove’s
latest ebullient exploration
of man’s °nether powers,
two poets, one middle-aged,
ene old, culdvate their
‘thwasa ® potential as & cure
for aicoholism. The premise,
as in all Redgrove’s work, is
that ‘we have evolved be-
cause certain characteristics,
including a. receptivity that
would hold us spelibound
and bhelpless with sensed
det’nil. bave been bred out of
ws.
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“TALKING OF BOOKS

Review by Alan Lennox-Short

I had three reasons for thinking that I should guard against a loaded asses-

ment of "THE LONG JOURNEY OF POPPIE NONGENA", the English version of Elsa
Joubert's 'Die Swerfjare van Poppie Nongena'. The English version has, by

the way, been published by Jonathan Ball in association with Hodder and Stoughton.

My first reason for fearing a biased verdict was that the novel has already
had an enthusiastic reception in its Afrikaans form. Secondly, we tend to

be over-emotional sbout books which have as their themes sympathetic accounts
of the struggles and espirations of South African browns and blacks. Thirdly,
it is only very rarely indeed that a translation can be an adequate version
of its original, even if, as in this instance, it has been reported that the
translator is the author herself.

But I need not have worried. This novel, even in translation, is an admirable
achievement which fully deserves yet another success, an achievement attained
without apparent effort. Of course, it i3 easy to say that the novel must
necessarily ring true because it is a chronicle of a family carefully pileced
together from the accounts of living and largely told by Poppie herself. But
it is one thing to collect raw material; it is quite another to fashion it, to
mould it, to mother is so that it retsins and remains reality. It is partly

in this that the novel's merit lies. Directly, naturally, without sentimentality
or political passion, with a poignant simplicity of material and style that very
often reaches its height at the end of a chapter, it gives us the struggles and
reverses and victories of a Xhosa family who, wanting to remain in Cape Towm,
are caught up in the meshes of buresucracy and engulfed in political unrest

that begins with Sharpeville.

But the book 1s far more that a tale feeding on facts ennobled by simplicity.
From one aspect, the novel is Poppie herself....her patience, her endurance,
her resilience, her resignation - even if as & character she is not fully
fleshed. One of the virtues of the style, incidentally, is the fideliry with
which it matches Poppie's personality.

But Poppie is representative, is universal. It is through her that we realize

that personal relationships can surmount mass reactions, and it is through her

that we appreciate more fully the divisions and the political turbulence that

have from time to time convulsed South Africa. It 1s through her that we

become sharply conscious of the differences between the rural and the town

African, the inroads of modernity into tribal custom, the revolt of black and

brown child ageinst black and brown adult, the reactions of individuals to violence,
intimidation, pressures from both white and black.

Wor is reality dimmed because it is filtered through s personality. It gains
in intensity, not merely becsuse the resctions of blacks can very often be
remote from whites, but because here we have the perfect union of large events
and thelr impact on those caught up in them.

I hope that 1 have said enough to convey to you and to justify my convictions
we... that Elsa Joubert's “"THE LONG JOURNEY OF POPPIE NONGENA" i& ... and
fully demerves to be ... one of the elessics of South African literature.
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The authentic voice of
black working people

Ble Bwerlflere ven P
Wengone. By Else Joubert
{Tafelberg)

NEVER before has the odyssey

of the black men in spartheid-

land been so clearly. so dra-
malically described as i this
new documentary novel by Elsa

Joubert Nebody can read ''Die

Swerfjare van Pope Nongena'

and remain ignorant of the tre-

mendous social upheaval taling
place all around our pampered
lives.

The resson® In this book
black Afrikaners gpeak with
their own authentic veices
puor, working-class people with
ao ulterior political motives. ao
racial hatred, only intenl on
gblaining a pass. keeping the
family together somehow, keep-
ing alive somehow

No intellectual

The vast majority of books
by Alfricans written in English
read like embiltered political
tracts — because their authors
are intellectuals. hinguistic schi-
pophrenics writing in somebody
elsé's language Poppie Non-
fena. however. is no inteliecty-
el. and she was born Afrikaans
She. or rather black momen
over & long period. did not write
the book — that was Elsa Jou-
Bert's work — bul gpoke their
world o their daily, living
apesch.

And what a fantastic revela-
tion this black world beside
ours is' T had never imagined
that the family could be the
exclusive, ramifving basis of
culture If | had as many bleod
apd small and great relatives as
Poppie all relying on me, J'¢
run away. But here thev mesh
ftogether in Poppie's )ife. 83 nat-
urally &s the roots of & great
tree. First impression of the
ouk. sverwhelmingly o: the
family

1 do mot wish (o gpoil the
book by telling foo much of
Poppie’s swerfjare, years of
wandering Allow me a guick
summary. She was born in Up-
ington. an Afrikaans-gpeaking
black After & fnove o Lam-
berts Bav for work, government
regulations moved them ail to
Cape Town. where Poppie Non-
gena: marvied to & Xhosa from
Herschel. had 1o learn Xhosa. to
become Xhosa. and in the week-
y. monthly. unceasing. utterty
wearying struggle to ebtain la-
baour and residence passes was
Imally banished to Mdantsane
i the Cishel. Mdantsane, like
Pimbaza, » brand-new place
with houses to live in byt with

mswhere to work. Her hushand -

Bione, male. Xhosa. born in
Xbosaland, wes slowed as mi-
g_rnnt labourer to stay in Cape
own. But ghe. femsle. born
Afrikasns ia the Cape. wag
forced to leave and go 0 5
foreign Xhoss world. So the
gueer discriminalion of aparl-
beid against women decreed

In her heart Popple remained
2 stranger 1o Xhosaland and its
ways. Her beary was sUll i
Cape Town where ber

and relatives were Notwith-
®Randing her determinalion nev-
er again to go end stand an
{hose exhausling queues befare
the pass oflice io wail for the
god-like offictal stamp granting
you the right o be where you
were for another three or six
months, she wanted to return

Bleamwhile the childen grew
up. seeing. knowing their par-
emts’ bumihation. Sharpeville.
Longa. came in 1860 Then
Soweto, Cape Flats, 1976, This
time the children took over
You were no good before. you
ren sway. they gaid wow we
will face the police. The strange
thing is that Poppie Nongena
bad no hatred, and that the
spartheid officiais show wp re-
markably well in ber recount
ing. For the children in the last
section of Poppie’s years of
wandering. soime of them squat-
ters at Crossroads. a different
story will have to be told

The language rings fresh and
tree. for ) i3 the proletarian
speech wsed throughout the
western half of South Africa 2
direct. carthy Afrilisans spiced
with some English or Xhosa
words. In literzry wse. for the
first tirne in & akilful novelist’s
Bands. it has sn even more ex-
eiting and kumorous impact

Ko wonder “Die Swerljare
van Poppie Nongena™ Is & most
randable book. eamething be-
tween good reportage and good
povelistic eomposition. It must
Bave 1aken 2 lot of planning and
shaping to dramatize the laby-
rinthine fomily relationships
and heppentngs taken for grant-
ad by the parucipants For that
resson the book epens with two
family trees.

R s & guite long family
ehromcle. reloted o the Scandi-
mavian sagas in is scope and
historical import. breath-taling
i its truthiv] peture of o South
Africa most whites enly vague

6 December, 1978

Elsa Joubert

by know about It is. sbove all. a
book 8l white South Afncans
should read Not at all because
it is & serTnoOn against the evils
of trek labour sunderwng fam-
lies apart On the contrary
Poppie's wanderings are nol in
search of hate. bul simph eof
buman warmih and trust What
ghe unsttingly does teach 15 an
answering warmth o our
*- bearts.

8o right it is that it should be
women. white and -bleck. to
bring ws this strangely reves)-
ing twle from a world where
men plone Mmade the stunted
laws. Lews of extraordinary
dmrnmination sganst women
AY bomour to Eisz Joubert for
writing the most mportant
boek of recent years

Jon Rable
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What made “Poppie” pop?

Hove you ever struggied (o open the lid of o tight
gerewiop bottle? You strain and paut with effert,
ou try this trick and that, ali (o po avail.
ventually you give up — or you hand the thing
@ver to somcone else with the werds: “Here, you
g{". You stund back 1o wutch the other pariy's
orts with grim satisfaction.

But then, with a slizht heave and twist — elick
- off it comes, keaving you sgying: “Now why on
earth wouldn't it do that for me?”

Some of us ate feeling the same way at the
moment about Elsa Joubert’s mewly published
book: Dig Swerfjure van Poppie Nongena. This
writer has in fact alrcady authored several books
on the problems of Africa and of black people.

In her latest novel. she writes of the extremely
difficult and very human problems of a black South
African woman, who encounters endless heartbreak
when it comes o finding housing. work eic.

An unlikely cubject as s bewseller among
South African whites: but that’s what it is. Accord-
ing to Beeld for instunce. Poppie Nongena “has
Become a hit, the fike of which has not been seen
since Andr¢ Brink's Kenn's van die Aand and
Etienne Leroux’s Sewe Dae by die Silbersteins.

“The book is selling like hot cakes, spokesmen
of bookshops in Johannzsburg, Pretoria and Cape
Town and Blocmfoniein 10ld Bectd yesterday,” the
sewspaper reporied on Junuary 30,

he reason of course, is not the book's literary
in the Afrikaans Press spurked by Prof J. J. Dege-
naar of Sielicnbosch. who observed that the book is
& good indication of structural viclence within the
South African system. .

“Structural violence is found wherever there
are discriminatory laws made by whites to regulate
the lives of blacks for the advantage of the white
fawmakers”™.

Elss Joubert, he said, bas made it clear that
we capnot plead imnocence by cleiming later that

we did not know what our laws were doisg to 1h2
individual black person.

To this u couple of his fellow profewsors. ©
cluding Prof Sampic Terreblanche, rezcted sir
as did several others in cofrespondence columns,

Although there were objections io the 1=7T
“gtructural violence™ (it was somcsthing thavza:
by the “socialists and leftisis™). nonethziess al
with Poppie Nongeau it had suddenly guined
gree of respectability: hundreds. thousancs i wh
were reading about it and thinking abour it

Oinc novelist and one professor nulting CoaT
just one thought for a newspaper had succ
getting 8 message through where many
scholars and writers spending a great diwi of timz
and moncy, had failed totaliy.

Click - the bouletop had come off.

In the case of the boule, the explanaiion i
the second party's success of (ourse, Ioy in youo
previous cfforts, which had loosencd ths 29p 10
point wherc the application of force from 3 shg
different angle at last had the desired iTest.

The same is true of what has been said I~
years by opponcnts of apartheid abour tie soce
it had created. Although it all scemed 10 fall o
deaf ears, the message was penciraling — €vea
oaly unconciously.

Without that preliminary seed sowing. Popr'.
Nongena would probubly mever have popped.
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Elsa Joubeit. Die swerfjere wan Poppie Nongena. Cape
Town. Tafelberg. 1978. 276 pages. 7.95 R.

The first edition of this remarkable narrative sold

out in a matter of weeks. It was then serialized by the
Afrikaans newspaper Rappors, won three literary awards
in South Africa and occasioned dispute between Afrikaner
academics. One of them, J. |. Degenaar, contends that
Swerfjare exposes “the structural violence” of the laws per-
taining to Africans, and that Afrikaners can mno longer
claim ignorance of the affect these laws are having on the
fives of blacks. This book-——arguably not 2 novel but a
brilliant picce of New Journalism resulting from careful
documentation—portrays the life of an extended family of
Xhosa people, focusing mostly on Poppie Noagena, her
husband and children.

We follow in close detail Poppie’s own account of her
life from childhood to middle age, an account which is
rendered cohesive by the interpolations of an omniscient
marrator who maintains the quality and rhythm of Pop-
pie’s speech. At first Poppie uses a northwest Cape Afri-
kaans which in time changes to one with greater Xhosa
inflections and then changes again as her vocabulary is
affected by the Cape Coloured people. Poppie’s speech, her
preoccupations and her emotions change with her various
forced moves to different locations. Joubert’s reconstruc-
tion of Poppie’s day-by-day struggle with poverty, her
frustrating efforts over ten years to obtain documents to
remain with her husband, and her will to rebuild her life
each time the authorities move her, has a cumulative and
shocking eflect on the reader.

The style is generally terse and objective, but because
the story is told from the inside out we grow to know
Poppie and are deeply moved by the tragedy that is her
life. Elsa Joubert has transformed what might have been
merely a sociological study into a work of art.

Sheila Roberis
Michigan State University



DIE SWERFJARE VAN POPPIE NONGENA

by Elsa Joubert; Tafelberg, 1878

Ravlowed by Meris Dyes.

Dis Bwerfisre ven Popplo Nengens (the wandering years of
Poppie Nongena) wes published a year go and has since

from house to house. applying for permits. monthly
extensions of permits. tortnughtiy extenstons of exten

boen reprinted twice it won almost
and acclaim. it gained three literary swards (the Luyt,
Hotmeyr ond CNA prizes), it was serialised in Afrikaans

and {ang extracts hove appe in
English periodicals); it has been a major literary, social. even
paditical talking-point in the Afrikaans world

15 literary morits deserve this distinction: but literary merits
are not elways 8o immediately and widely apprecialed, nor
B9 justly rewarded. its recognition givas some grounds for
hope that the gpparent shuft i Afrikaner thinking is real, that
there really is & new climate — inteliaciual, 8t Ipast, thal this
Govel is 8 litorary work. on@ could say, whose time has come.

§ is in the form of g long. detailed. circumstantal,
aulobiographical record of the life of an Atrikaans-gpeaking
Xhosa woman, born in the North-Western Cape . (She does in
fact gxist. as the author explains in her preface: and the
wove! is based very substantially on fact}. This woman,
Poppie Nongena of the title. does not address the reader
giractly, her story is recounted by an apparently ntimate.

. fotally self- . who Mmoves wasily
between indirect spaech and Poppie s first person narration
This form geems to convey Poppie’s experiences and
attitudes — in fact the whole pressure of her hie and
@ersonality — with perfect immediscy The diction. even of
the indirect speech. is as if Popme's own (the tund of Cape
Afrdaans that uses, for example ‘siaat’ for ‘slaan’. ‘lsat or at’
for ‘godat’ or 'totdat . and admits English words or phrases
with no inhibition or sense of sirangeness); the style is
simple and episodic (apparently artless. but obviously
eonstructed with great exncmess and emotional coherence);

Ahsre is an and detail 8o
ot the solidity of Ponme s file and environment becomes
frvogistible
The events of hor life are these: she is bormn in Upington
feestion in 1836, and lives there os & young child, then
mowes with most of her mothor ¢ family {(her {sther has tong
elnos disappeared) fo Lambert s Bay. She works in the hsh-
egnnories irdm the age of 13. 8t 18 éhe mames a fetiow-
worker, 8iso & Xhosa, from the Transkei. They set up house
ond start ¢ family. but 85 Nationalist theones begin o be
eaforced in the 1950 5. she and all other Atnican women are
foread -~ by arvests. fines. gemolished houses ~ 1o loave
the area They proceed. 85 recommaended Dy tha suthontes,
@ Wyanga township in Cape Town, Accommodstion is 8
sorpetusl struggle; Poppie finds ‘live-in jobs. seeing her
Baby briefly 8t waek-ands Her husband. lonely on his own in
Lambart s Bay, foliows her 1o Cape Town and has to accept

ling through lawyers. through social workers tr Gh
the hospital when her husband is sick Finaily n 187 sne s
forced to give in; she traveis alone with the five chﬂd'e' {ine
sldest 16, the youngest 8 baby) 1o Mdanisane near £
Lendon, where she 15 provided with a house She sla
at the end of 8 line of money and support from hef hu
and family in Cepe Town: but her husband is an anuc .=
possessive, dependent man, his health is worn down b«
worry and toneliness and he dies alter four years. Po
returns with her youngest child and her son s dlegitie
baby to Cape Town to find work. leaving het gons at ool
n Mdantsane and her elder daughters with her husba~T s
perents in the Transkei, She suflers wmmense hardsh.csin
the 1976 riots. atthough sustained by the confidence ~at he”
own elder children gre remote and sale — but her yoo—g
step-brother Jakkie has shot a policeman in the
disturbances; and the nove! ends with her hearning tha: ne
has involved her 500 and her eidest daughter in his esZape
through the Transke! (o Lesotho and both have beer
errested and detained by the police. ot hulle kan praz: .

These major events — and alt the other Mminor enes 1 The
eecital ~ are fully felt end participated n by the reace-
tarpely because of the fullness of authentic detait. O-s
r@eponds directly to the feel, say. of Poppie s tong 'c-3
watks with her grandmother back 10 Upingion beanr
bundies of firewood. which are first held hght and stezly
then reteased as they begin to ie on her hezd anc r>.e w
her gown the road, or the tee! of the strangeness of
anmployers’ bedroom as Poppie brings In the morning
end for & few minutes doesn t know whether they ave
&7 the feel of her kitchen in the house 1n Nyangs wi
young white girl comes to conduct 3 Sunday Schoo < ass
ong the children rol thew arms about sinQing Ass LOC loves
@O, 860 hepis ez bIe ; o7 the foel of the perpetua y

able. t osphered nfius 22airo
effice, mm the clerk $ fingers are slways wdly play =5 win
the terrifying ‘endorsed-out stamp or the feel of the ~ewiy-
built house in Mdantsane . eolated and surrounded 4 °n
builders rubble. where Poppie and the chiigren car < on the
floor the night of her arrival. with only the luggage &y
Brought with them on the tram. and Poppie tnes 10 s.Tpress
the mounting feeiing of penic 8t how tar they are fro—
anayone who krows of their enistence white her son
Raxt room sirikes maiches penodically throughout
The novel ig in tect & succession. a profusion. of te” -5
moving. illummating. and ~ &t least in the fiest halt ~
amusmg and entertaining incidents. gaimng in vivic~ass a=g

" the

eontract work. But the law foliows her (oo, she
“t%opel” as & resident in Cape Town, and for filteen years. s
ehe boars and brings up fowr more cmtamn ang BECOMmEs
gars of the Capd Town 8
mnmmmmmmmmy movmg

by the low-keyed. conversanonal ¢
mlnner of their @xpression. in another example. P
ond pregoant. 8pproaches the influx conirot office
ehe i cartain will be her final gacree of evichon. 81C

GUTCHMS With 1ansien and Nausss colapses BgeINs1 8 tam:




oost, white & passing whito woman, temstively syrpsthatic
Ut obviougly wongering whother Poppie is drunk, hends her
8 tissue 80 wipe her hps

(Al the end of the novel the scale of the disasters and
suiterings to be described perhaps puts more stram on the
form than it een sustain. The simple style and unheightened
nguage is not entirely adequate 10 convey Poppie's
eupenencas of Boxing Dsy 1876. fleeing with hee littie
daughter and baby grandson from & burning house,
frantically evading the stones and pangas of the hostel
gwellers and the bullets of the police. and finally finding.
when they have reached retuge. that the child on her back
has been killed by a'stone. These unimaginable horrors
remain. as it were, ummagined — the reader 1s horrified and
appelisd but cannot be fully incluted in the expanence.)

The obvious potitical significance of the novel rests on its
sEnple snd moving suthenticity. Poppie is 3 real prasence. a -
gorson; continually persevering to keep both her personahty
and her family intact through vears of disintegrating
prassures. The reader s imaginative identification with &
woman at the receiving end of Apartheid. the full personal
vnderstanding of the meaning and regality of & brutal and
wvacaring set of laws, an understanding enforced without
gfrigency. without polemic. with little recrimination. must be
8 poltical revelation to the uneasy theorists who probably
make up 8 significant proportion of educated Nationalist
asupporiers. Although the comparison with Unste Tem's Cabin
does not do justice to the literary qualities of Dis Swerljsre,
i i@ obvious why it has been drawn

Further political insights sre conveyed by the fact that
Pappie's own sttitudes are ron-pohitical . From her first
confrontation with the law — the eviction of Africans from
factory accommodation in Lamberi s Bay — to the arrest of
Ber children. Poppie's reactions are the almost unproiasting
ones of people who have used to the o
that the circumstances of therr lives are determined by
athers. As the law squeezes and harasses her bayond
bearing. her struggles to maintan 8 significant ife under it
demand all her energies’ none are 1o spare for gueshons

b oF pr She virtughy of

v lor har She derives. for

nstance. an obscure but continuing comion from the words
of & roligious white clark in the influx contvol office. 'Ag die

Hare wil 4at fy bly dan sal jy bly. on ag die Here wil dat gy
gasn, gan gl jy gasn . She refuses to try to make sense of
e ardifrary granting or withholding of permits ‘Ons lewe 15
60 deurmekaar. Ons is dit gewoond Diwe een kry pas en die
ander kry nie En as )y kry. 15 jy maar bly gaaroor . (Pocpie s
brother Mosie 15 oniy a bitie more articuiste in this matter
When Poppie returns to Cape Town. her employer. who
works for the Government. arranges for her in one visit the
permit she herseif struggled unavailingly to get for iteen
years, and Mosie says 'Dis wal jy lankal moes gedoen het
Bisi . . . Net by gowermenismense gaan werk tause why
hutte hou van hutle comtort } Poppie s resentment at her
move is directed obtiquely agamst her famiy her mother
and brothers. who have permits and can stand by and watch
har leave. And even in the riots. the tact that the police fre
only &t the townshup residents and do nothing to siop the
mMmore agaressive hostel dweliers makes Poppe no more than
‘hariseer . But her stepl Jakiue. the rep! of
the younger generation provides. in brief comments the
puggements and reactions that hus elders evade: ‘Hoe kan ek
wir jou kwaad wees, ok 1s kwaad vir die we!l . Die Here Jesus.
2o force hulle haar’ When Jsakkie s contemporaries 'take
aver’ in the townships. he. in common with them, detaches
himsel! from the adults, says nothing of what he is doing
ovades or jokes when asked direct questions The adults are
conlfused some. ke Mosie, not ungratiied

My sustertjie. s€ Mosie vir Poppie. ek like nee hierdie riots

nie, ek Hike dit nie dat die kinders die owerherd tease en

geaerkry me, of 181 hulle my kar stop en skree donate’

donate' lotlat ek vir huile petrol vir hulle peirol bombs

wittap nie. Masr my sustertjie. ek kan nie dit help nie,

@aar's iets in my hart watl 5¢: At last
Others like Poppie hersell, are totally dismayed at the
givision between the generations. and can never be
roconciled. Jakkie tnies to reassure her: 'Ons doen nie slegte
dinge nie’. 'Ons doen dit wir julie’ But Poppie is never

d or gven her most and

haartielt cry. when she snd her tamily have suffered
catastrophe after catastrophe. is ‘Die Here weet ok het nie
die mogilikheid gesoek nie'
n ghort, 8s & novel depicting and interpreting some of the
eompliex and significent expengnces of ‘being South
Asricen”. Dio Bwortiore ven Pogoie Nengens 1s difficult to
ourpass [

Reality, January 1980
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ELSA JOUBERT'S
award-winning povel, Die
Bwerffare van Poppie
Nongena, must be read
by every social worlker
and social work student
because it gives an ine
sight into the life of the
wrban black which has
pever before been avail-
able.

This {8 the opinion of
Professor Erika Theron
of the University of Stel-
jenboseh’s Department of
Bocial Work and editor
of the professiopal joup
mal, Social Work.

Writing in the journal
Professor Theron says
there is -a tertain form
ef poverty mnoticeable
among mapy of South
Africa's  privileged
people.

¥t s &8 poverty ef
knowledge of the living
-eonditions of particularly
eiher population groups

in their comeuanities and

in the countey as &

whole,* Frefessor Themn
writes

‘Although the book ig
specifically about black
people and shows among
other things how
violently certain laws af-
fect the lives of people,
similer and other jaws
also affect the lives of
the coloured people and
Asians.’

Professor Theron says
mever again would social
workers Who work in
white com®munities enly.
and other people be able
te 68y: ‘But we gid not
Inow.’

There were hopeful
signs of an increasing
feeling that injustice had
te be vemoved if it
existed and had existed
on a statutory level ‘mot
because of a morbid
realisation of guilt, but
because it Is felt that
each of us has a respon-’
sibility which we have te
secept fosrlessly.”

Elsa Joubert bas won
R13 500 in the past week
for ‘Poppie Nongena,
writes The Argus Johan.
pesburg Cerfespondent,

In an unprecendented
spate of awards for am
Adrikaans movel Biss
Joubert has won the
CNA prize of R2 500, the
W A Hofmeyr Prize of
R1000 and the R10000
Leouis Luyt Prize.

The book fivst ap-
peared {n Nevember last
year and was an imme-
diate suceess. It sold out
within a few weeks and
will go fmte its third
printing later this
month.

The book tells the
storv of an Afrikaans-
spesking Xhosa woman's
vain struggle o ereate a
stable life for her family
wunder the gpartheid ays-
fem.

‘The book eaused @ stir
fn Adfrikasns academie
and politieal eircles when
18 first appeared.
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ELSA JOUBERT'S latest work, Die
Swerfjare van Poppie Nongena, be-
eame an overnight sensation with its
hard and frank examination of the
plight of a black woman under South
Afrvica's apartheid laws. With the
book now in its second printing and
still in demand, © D WOLLHEIM
‘examines the literary qualities of this
remarkable book and concludes that
it is a great Afrikaans work.

Dle Swerljare vaa Popple
Nengesa, by Elss
Joubest (Tafelberg).

The first edition of Miss
Joubert’s book was sold out
within a8 matter of a few
months snd the second
wun( s Bow la the

kshops.

What bas made this
book so sought after?
There has been, it is true,
a good deal of con-
froversy about the bool.
But this has centred al-
most  entirely mpon the
politica]  implications of
e story and whether the
writer was trying to make
a point or mot. That eould
20t have beea the resson
for the sensstion the book
Bas enused apd we must
kool deeper for reasons.

BT0NGID

The stery s & simple
nne.N!om mostly by Pop-

ple Nongens herself and
otherwise biographically
in Poppie's style by the
writer of the factual
course of evenis over the

st 30 or wmore years. It

a true story which Miss
Joubert must heve gar-
nered from dozens of long
tape vecorded comverse
tions.

Popple Nengens is 8
sami-detribalised  Africsn
womsan born in the morth-
western Cape whose home
longuage f5  Alnksans
@ince she sad ber parents
were born there. Her Afri-
kaans is & sirmple veraacu-
Jar peculier to people up-
der these eircumstances
and is liberally laced with
English and Xbhosa werds
and phrsses.

Their way of life is also
8 pot-pourri of Aftikeners
{both brown and white). a
Hite lish and eome
ancient 058 EuStomS,
the last-nomed but ipdis
Hnrdlv remembered.

14 March,

This is the style I
which the book is written
end 3t lends suthenticity
1o the story ss did Alan
Paton's style in Cry the -
Beloved Countiry, Here is
where the true liternry
greatness of this book
must be soughl

Force of eclreumstances
== like the inexorable un~
folding of 2 Greek tragedy
== have jed Poppie and
ber fsmily from Upingion
to Lamberts Bay, to Cross
roads, to Herschel, to
Mdantssne and -back (o
Crossroeds, In eaebh of
ghese the lfe style and
the verneeulsr are dif-
ferent, often even fgr Fe-
moved from what say-
thing Miss Jouber; could
hbave experienced,

Apd yet she has been
able to identily with
every sipgle episode of
the eplc story. The roral

Africans from which
Popple's busband steramed
at Herschel are faithfully
portrayed through Pop-

ple's amezed and discone
eerted eyes: the first arri-
val of Popple at Mdant.
3iss Jounert
iss Jou 3 OWR eTper

H lhe dts:npuon of

Elsa )wbert

Bife st Lamberts snd
at Crossroads h&y
authentic.

Elsa Joubert bas lol'
oaly identified with the
character she writes

X

sbout, she hes become WA
—

ene with her sad ber
powers of insight have eo-
abled her to see every-
thing through the eyes
and msture gnd cmotiens
of Popple,

1979

Andre Brink monaged
the mme miracle with his
banned book, Kenmis van
die Aand, but here one
eannot gesist the feeling
that the story is fiction
deliberately chosen 1o ube
derline matters of whch
Brink disapproves,

The same esnnot be
said of Poppies siory
Kowhere is there the
slightest indication of try-
{ng to make a point. Pop-
pic tells her story in her
simple, unvarnished and
nalve vernacular with Jit-
ile or mo emotion coming
through; nowhere does
Rliss Joubert use emotive
ferms or is obe conscious
of a manufactured gcene
er any distortion.

It is this uiter and sin-
€ere veracity told in such
gimple terms which makes
this book grest and sends
Miss Joubert into the
gmall band of the top Af
rikaans writers like Uys
Krige, Jan Rabie, Etienne
le Boux and their con- -

reres,

Thousands of Afrikaners
bave had Poppie Nonge-
mas working in their kit.
chens snd as nursemaids;
thousands have come to
like these Poppies and
often to identifr with
them gnd to help them !B
their gifficulties

Joubent has given
¢hem all the opportunity
to see what therr lives
really are like becsuse,
aithough this is a2 true
story of & particular
fambly, its geveral prin-
ciples npply to all wrban.
{s2d Africans gnd to those
others in the common
areas on the Platteland.

It s this authenticity
end the awakening Afrikea-
Ber econscience about what
we do to blacks in the
gomunon ares which has
sold the book in addition
0 its shest literary merit. -

6e
y
RV~
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Nina Bawden

ALTHOUGH ther bkeroine f{s
black, the writer of “ Poppie”
is @. white South African
woman, Elsa Joubert. This, her

10th book, fs the first of them
she has translated from Afri-
kaans into English, and it s not
only & compelling and dramatic
novel but a considerable techni-
cal triumph. The author has
listened to Poppie, got imside
ber skin, and told her slery.

Poppie, a Xhosa, was born
into comparative comfert in
Cape Province. It is not uatil
she marries and moves to Cape
Town that she ocomes up
against the - cruel complexities
of white bureauczacy. Her bus-
band is allowed to stay because
be is 2 migrant worker but the
guthorities imsist that Poppie
must live im the Ciskei. her
husband’'s homeland — = kaffir-
ijand," where the * raw people ”

ve,

The wovel relates, ks precise
and careful detail, Poppie’s
long fight against the Pass
Laws, her endless struggle to
feed and clothe her chldren
and finally her defeated accept-
ance of the traditions of her
busband's family. Agaie®t her
own beliefs and education, she
has to scrimp and save go that
her sou may be initiated imto
manhood in the tribal manaer.

Though Poppie lives through
Sharpeville, Soweto @gmd the
Cape riots, it is &8 measure of
Elsa Joubent’s achiwzvement
that her wmarrative smever
becomes e strident traet. The
political events are in the back-
ground, Poppie's bopeless, gal-
lant battle 1n the foreground,
end this i bow it sheuld be.
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