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“To have taken on a very public identity as a minority within a minority – in a community where lesbians are in danger of being raped and murdered is brave indeed. This is not to say that bravery in itself is compelling – it is the revealing of intimate details and private anguish, seldom discussed and sometimes awkwardly expressed, that makes this story worth reading.”

Maureen Isaacson, The Sunday Independent

 


“A triumph of plain-speaking, all the more remarkable for its author having grown up in an atmosphere of ‘secrecy and superstition’... The search for identity is a strong focus of the book and Nkabinde’s story highlights the fact that all of us are, to varying degrees, the product of multiple and shifting identities.”

Sharon Dell, The Witness

 


“What exactly makes a story about a lesbian sangoma notable? Is it the fact that it is about a sangoma or about a lesbian? Could it be the fact that we never discuss a sangoma’s sexual orientation? Are sangomas even allowed to have sex? The reality is that this is a story about a woman like any other who, because of her life choices, is pushing the social boundaries of many South Africans.”

Sihle Dlamini, The Times

 


“Nkunzi has made an astonishing breakthrough for homosexuality in Africa, because she has been accepted for who she is by standing up for lesbian and gay rights while completely retaining African culture.”

Elspeth Bezemer-Mendes, Tonight
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CHAPTER ONE

Life and Death

Abe sekunjalo kakhulu 
(Lo! It is now well so)

 


Abe sengingu Nkunzi Emnyama 
(Lo! I am now Black Bull)

 


Insizwa yakwa Sangweni 
(The young man of Sangweni)

 


Abe sekunjalo kakhulu 
(Lo! It is now well so)

 


Abe sengidabuka ngenjabulo 
(Lo! I now originate with joy)

 


Phezukomsebenzi wama khehla 
(Upon the work of men)

 


Abe sekunjalo kakhulu 
(Lo! It is now well so)


 


Abe sengithanda ukudumisa uyise wami 
(Lo! I now love to glorify my father)

 


Abesengizalwa ngu Elemina 
(Lo! I am now born of Elemina)

 


Insizwa yakwa muNsipa 
(The young man of Nsipa)

 


Abe sekunjalo kakhulu 
(Lo! It is now well so)

 


Abesekuba umkhulu uMahlasela 
(Lo! There is now grandfather Mahlasela)

 


Insizwa Kadumase 
(The young man of Dumase)

 


Abe sekunjalo kakhulu 
(Lo! It is now well so)

 


Abesekuba umkhulu Dungamazi 
(Lo! There is now grandfather Dungamazi)

 


Insizwa kaHlatshwayo 
(The young man of Hlatshwayo)

 


Abe sekunjalo kakhulu 
(Lo! It is now well so)


 


Abese kuba ngugogo Thumba 
(Lo! There is now grandmother, Thumba)

 


Insizwa kaMcobokazi 
(The young man of Mcobokazi)

 


Abe sekunjalo kakhulu 
(Lo! It is now well so)

 


Abesekuba ngugogo Mkhulu Manza 
(Lo! There is now great grandmother Manza)

 


Abese kuba inyoni elimhlophe lihlezi phezu kwamalwandle 
(Lo! There is now a white bird sitting upon the oceans)

 


Abese kuba idada lidabula amanzi ngezimpiko 
(Lo! There is now a duck cutting the water with its wings)

 


Abe sekunjalo kakhulu 
(Lo! It is now well so)

 


Abese ngithanda uku nanazela abanikazi bempande 
(Lo! I love to applaud the givers of the root)

 


Bona abangidabula ikhanda 
(They who mend my head)

 


Bangivula isifuba 
(They open my chest)


 


Ngisho impande ka Majoye 
(I say the root of Majoye)

 


Abesekunjalo kakhulu 
(Lo! It is now well so)

 


Abese ngithanda ukunanazela abanikazi bempande 
(Lo! I now love to applaud the givers of the root)

 


THIS IS A PRAISE POEM to my ancestor, Nkunzi. Nkunzi is the ancestor who called me and gave me his name.

My name is Nkunzi. I am a Zulu woman, a lesbian, and a sangoma. This is my story.

I was born in Soweto, six months before the students protested about apartheid education and held the June 16th march in 1976. Soweto was tense in those days. There were police everywhere. Life was stressful and people were fed up. At night there was toyitoying in the street outside the hostel in Meadowlands where my parents stayed. Today that hostel is an ordinary Soweto house but in those days each room was rented out to people who came from KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) and other parts of the country to look for jobs.

When my mother was pregnant with me, people said she was definitely going to give birth to a boy. They could tell because her face became so ugly. My parents already had two daughters, my sisters, Thembisile and Thulisiwe, so my father wanted a son to carry forward his name. My mother was expecting a boy. She had no idea she was going to bring twins into the world.

In the Zulu tradition, twins are unlucky. Before the time of Shaka they used to kill one baby if there were twins. It was not the first time for twins in my mother’s family. My mom was one
of eight children. Four passed away when they were still babies, including twin girls. In my father’s family, there were no twins. The Nkabinde clan does not allow twins. They are not accepted. Twins die in the Nkabinde family.

My father was a truck driver and he was often away. He was not around when my mother’s labour pains started. My mother had a friend at the hostel, Mamtshali, who was also pregnant. When Mamtshali heard my mom calling, she ran to assist her. Immediately she saw that my mother was in labour, so she rushed outside to look for transport to the clinic. The police stopped her and asked for her dompas. She told them she didn’t have it with her because she was in a hurry to find transport for a pregnant woman inside the hostel. Without listening to what she was saying they shoved Mamtshali into the back of the police van.

A neighbour saw what happened and he drove my mother to the clinic in Zone 4 in Meadowlands. She found Mamtshali already there. The police had pushed her so hard that she was also in labour. It was too soon for Mamtshali’s baby to be born so he was dead when he arrived.

My brother was the first born. Like Mamtshali’s baby, he was also dead when he came out. I came a few minutes after my twin brother and I survived. I was born just before midnight on 7 December 1975.

The same neighbour who took my mother to the clinic phoned my father’s employer and my father raced back to Meadowlands as soon as he heard the news. By the time he arrived at the clinic there had been two deaths in my family: my grandmother from my father’s side of the family and my mother’s uncle both died on the day that I was born.

My grandmother was living in Piet Retief at the time of her death. She and my grandfather had separated after my
grandfather, who was an important person in the Church of Zion in Meadowlands, began to have an affair with a woman from the congregation. My grandmother begged him to leave this woman but he refused. My grandmother died of a heart attack but I can’t help thinking that she probably had a broken heart as well.

After hearing about my grandmother’s death, my grandfather was so stubborn he refused to collect her body, so her brothers buried her in Piet Retief as if she was a woman who had never married and never had children.

My mother’s Uncle Gnevusa from KZN also died. He died on the day I was born. He was a handsome man and a ladies’ man like my grandfather. He had seven wives and many girlfriends. The story in the family is that he was poisoned. His throat started to swell after a jealous man gave him some bad fruit. His family took him to the hospital and to traditional healers but nothing helped. The infection spread from his throat to his chest and his skin turned grey. He also died on 7 December 1975, my birthday.

My father named me Beauty, after his mother. My grandmother didn’t have a Zulu name. My mom gave me the name Zandile, which means “increase”. She said, “I have given birth to a daughter instead of a son and two members of the family have died. The problems in the family have increased.”

My mother always reminded me that I was born with death all around me. She used to forget the dates when my brothers and sisters were born but she never forgot the date of my birthday because of all the deaths on that day.

When my father drove back to the hostel with my mother and me, a woman who was a prophet from the Church of Zion was waiting for us. My father was a member of the Zion church and he knew this woman. She spoke to my father and said: “Don’t
take this child to your father’s house because if you take her there, she is going to die.” My father asked her, “Why?” She said, “In your family, do twins survive?” My father said, “No, they don’t survive.”

I was the first twin to live in my father’s family. I think I survived because my ancestors knew I had something to do for them. Maybe when I was still in my mother’s womb they knew I had been chosen to be a healer and that is why I lived. When my father heard the prophet’s warning, he paid attention because in that moment he knew that it was the ancestors speaking.

My father asked the woman, “What shall I do?” And she said, “You had better take this child to your wife’s family’s side.” That same night my mom and dad drove from Soweto to isigodi sikaKhanyile – the home of the Khanyile clan near Empangeni in KZN.

I grew up without knowing that I was a twin. It was a family secret. Long after my parents died I asked my aunt what happened when I was born. She didn’t want to talk about it either. She said, “Nobody wants to open up that wound.” She was afraid to reveal my mother’s secrets. She said my dead mother could not defend herself in the world of the living so it was not right to interfere in her business, but I had to know the truth so I begged her until she agreed to tell me what happened.

There has always been secrecy and superstition in my family. Even when I was a young child my parents were full of thoughts and emotions that they never expressed. When you don’t know what is going on inside people close to you it makes you nervous and you expect the worst to happen.

After hearing the news about my twin brother, I started to think about how my life would be different if he had lived. Maybe I wouldn’t even be gay. I wished I could ask my mom,
“If you could have made a choice, who would you have chosen?” And I remembered a story she told me when I was growing up about a fight with my father when she was pregnant with me. She told me my father hit her in her stomach. Sometimes when I feel sad and alone, I think that maybe my father didn’t want me to live, although I know this is not true because he loved me when I was a baby. My father’s problems with my mother were nothing to do with me or my brothers and sisters but he had a way of turning against all of us if he was angry with my mother.

When I was a child growing up I always felt that a part of me was missing. In December near my birthday, I start to become numb. It just happens. I become restless. I can’t feel anything because my body becomes so heavy. Now I know that this is because my twin brother is trying to get closer to me. His spirit was awake in me all these years and I never understood that before. I didn’t know that I had another part of me that passed away. My brother loves to praise. If my twin brother’s spirit is in me, I feel like praising. He is full of joy and energy. When I am dancing, if I am in a ceremony, he has his songs, his praises. When Nkunzi gives other ancestors in me a space, my brother will come and sing his praises.

My mother’s family welcomed us in KZN. My father waited three days before driving back to Johannesburg because he wanted to hold me in his arms. Zulu men are not allowed to hold a baby until the umbilical cord has fallen out. My aunt says even when I was a baby I resembled my father and he was very proud.
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I was introduced to my mother’s ancestors when I was one year and six months of age. I was nearly a teenager when I was introduced to my father’s ancestors.

My mother held me in her arms and my parents and elders from my mother’s family took me to the family graveyard. Two chickens – a cock and a hen – were sacrificed for my male and female ancestors from my mother’s family. My uncle and an elderly relative spoke to the ancestors, informing them that I was a child of those parts and that my father was from the Nkabinde clan. My uncle called on the ancestors to open up the path in front of me and teach me the ways of my clan. Afterwards, a celebration was held. A goat was slaughtered and a feast was prepared for my family and for neighbours from all around. A bracelet made from the goat’s hair – isiphandla – was tied around my left wrist, the side for my mother. Some months later, when the ancestors had settled in me, the bracelet fell off on its own. That was the sign that the ancestors were happy that I had taken my place in the family.
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My grandmother from my mother’s side died long before I was born. She was from the MacKenzie clan. Her family members were Khoisan people and they came to Johannesburg from the Cape and her ancestors were with the first people who came to South Africa. My grandmother was named Zalusile and her other name was Gertrude. In those days, most African people had a traditional name and an English or Afrikaans name because white employers needed a name they could pronounce. She was light in complexion and she spoke Afrikaans. She had her own house in Sophiatown. That was the time when African
people were allowed to own a house in places like Sophiatown and Newclare. Sophiatown is famous because it was a mixed area where different cultures and languages mixed together. Africans, coloureds, Indians and Chinese all lived together.

My grandmother had the gift of healing and of prophecy. She worked as a domestic worker first and then she became a vendor after she had a vision and God told her she must not work for a white master any more. She sold all kinds of goods: things to eat, household goods, and clothes. She bought and sold whatever she could manage to make a profit. I suppose today she would be called an entrepreneur. She was a single mom most of the time and she found a way to survive. My grandmother was also a prophet and a healer in the community. Because of her work on the streets, everybody knew her and they knew about her healing powers and her passion for everything to do with the Church of Zion. She had that spiritual way about her, the same as me.

When the government started forcing people to move, my grandmother met with other prophets and they prayed night and day. The people were shouting, “Ons dak nie, ons phola hier” (We won’t move). But the police came from Meadowlands police station with guns and police vans and they took many, many people to Meadowlands, Lenasia, Western Coloured Township and Noordgesig.

My grandmother ran away to a house at 136 South Avenue in Newclare with her four children, including my mother. The houses in Newclare were small and overcrowded. There were four rooms in Number 136 and in each room a different family was living. Next door to the room where my mother lived there was an Indian family. The room had a single bed which was balanced on top of paint tins because my grandmother was superstitious
and wanted to protect herself from the tokoloshe (evil spirit), and there was one wardrobe.

When we were growing up, our elders told us that there is utokoloshe, who goes around stealing children. They would tell us that if utokoloshe comes, we should go and hide under the bed. For them, to lift up the bed was to make space for us kids to hide.

But that is not the truth. The truth is that it was a space to put our sponge when we woke up in the morning; there wasn’t enough space in the house.

Life was very hard in Newclare. Everyone was poor. People were not friendly to one another like they were in Sophiatown. There was fighting between street gangs and there was a lot of crime. Women brewed beer to make enough money to survive so there were always drunk people in the streets and always police arresting people for no reason. It was a dangerous place to live.

My grandmother gave birth to eight children but four died, including twin girls. My mother’s name was Sibongile. She was also called Olga. She was born after the twins girls who died and before her sister, Notsokolo, who also died. She was born with death around her, like me. The youngest living child in the family was my aunt, Ntombi. My mother and my Aunt Ntombi had the same father. My grandfather on my mother’s side was from Newcastle in KZN. My grandmother never married him but he accepted my mother and my Aunt Ntombi as his children. When I was 14, my mom took us to meet my grandfather. He welcomed us and there was a ceremony at the family cemetery to introduce us to the elders who were buried there. I have always felt connected to those ancestors.

After some time, my mom and her family were moved to Meadowlands. Today there are a few trees in Meadowlands and
the roads are tarred but in those days it was a dry, dusty place with no trees. They moved into a long, thin, Meadowlands hostel which is now the house where my Aunt Zodwa still lives today.

My grandmother was bitten by a dog and the wound went poisonous. Because she was a prophet, she knew about her death before it happened. One day she told the members of her church that she had a vision of a large congregation with people from all different churches gathering together on the 25th of September to pay their respects to somebody who had died. The 25th September was the day of her own funeral and it was exactly as she described it.

Zodwa was already working when my grandmother died in 1969 so she became the one to support the younger children in the family, including my mother. When my mother was 21 she married my father and got pregnant with my sister, Ntombi. My mom and dad met at the Mzimvubu School in Meadowlands, where my sisters and I also went to school. Zodwa says my father was so neat and good looking but the family was not sure about him because he was so dark skinned. They said he looked like a man from another country in Africa but my mother loved him and she didn’t care about his dark complexion.
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The Nkabinde family came from the Piet Retief area near the border of Swaziland in Mpumalanga but my father was born in Meadowlands and he grew up there. There were eight children in my father’s family as well. My father’s name was Mathew and he was the oldest son. All my uncles except the youngest one, my uncle Ray, have died. One uncle died of cancer; one was murdered in Mfolo; one disappeared; and one died of AIDS. My father’s
two sisters, my aunts Gabisele and Thabisile are still living. My grandfather is also still alive. He is a very old man now and he lives in the same house in Meadowlands where my father grew up. This house was also a home to me when I was growing up.
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When I think about my life, I realize that I felt the presence of my ancestors at a young age. They were always with me. I have been told that twins have special powers for communicating with Amadlozi1 and with each other. Now I understand that my twin brother died because otherwise I was going to die. Something happened in my mother’s womb so that only one of us could survive and my ancestors saw that it had to be me because of the work I am supposed to do to bring healing to the family and to the community. It is a mystery that I will only understand completely when I cross over to the other side. My brother is still communicating with me in my spirit. The relatives who died on the day I was born also gave me their spirits when they died. They gave me spiritual power to become a healer.




CHAPTER TWO

A Child in Two Worlds

I WAS TWO-MONTHS-OLD when my mother left me with her aunt and uncle in KZN. I called them ugogo and umkhulu2 but they were my great aunt and great uncle. The farm had many thatched roof huts made of cow dung and mud. There were separate huts for girls and boys but when I was a baby I stayed with my great aunt and she took care of me. Mielies (maize) and sugar cane were plentiful and there was a dam where my girl cousins went to do the washing and collect water. Not far away there was the family graveyard where the elders went to communicate with the ancestors.

My mother was a domestic worker in Johannesburg and she came to visit when she could. Sometimes she took me back to Meadowlands with her for some weeks or months for a visit. When I was two I was playing with my uncle Ray, the fifth child in my father’s family, in the front yard of the house. By that time, my parents were renting a house in Meadowlands. Suddenly, the police arrived and wanted to arrest my uncle. Without thinking, he picked me up and used me as a human shield. One of the policemen wanted to shoot and the other one said, “Don’t shoot
the baby.” Instead, the policeman tried to hit my uncle with the back of his gun. Accidentally, he hit the side of my head and the blood started to flow. I still have that scar, even today.

When he saw the blood, my uncle Ray threw me at the policeman and ran away. My mother came running out shouting, “My child! My child!” The policeman handed me to my mom and chased after my uncle with the other policeman in the van. My father also came out and started shouting at my mother, “I told you to leave this child in KZN. Why did you bring her here?” So there was that conflict already between my parents.

After that incident, my uncle managed to escape. He went into exile as a member of the ANC.3 My parents never spoke about politics. They didn’t teach us anything about politics. They talked about the church and about culture and ancestors but there was no talk about politics. Sometimes they used to wonder what had happened to my uncle Ray and where he was when they watched TV, but they never talked about the ANC or anything to do with politics.

In 1989 one of my Uncle Ray’s friends arrived with a letter and that is how we knew he was still alive but we didn’t see him again until he came back to the country in 1997. I didn’t remember him because I was a baby the last time I had seen him. He asked me, “Don’t you know me?” And I said, “No, I don’t know you.” He said, “Do you know about this scar on your head?” And I said, “No.” And he told me the story of how I got this scar. He wasn’t embarrassed about what he did. He said he knew the policeman wouldn’t shoot a baby.
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After some time my great uncle died and my mother’s brother, Vusumuzi, took over the homestead in KZN. He was my favourite uncle. He taught me about Zulu culture and to love the land and to respect everything about life in a rural area. That respect is still in me. I loved it in the country. I loved the way of life. My uncle taught me to recognise the birds and how to tell from the sounds they make when it will rain.

My uncle had a kraal full of cattle. He called each one by name. There was one cow called Umbona, which means “reddish-coloured skin” and another called Mahlabahlabane, meaning “sharp horns”. Another was named Romano. She was so sweet. There was a church next door, the church of the Romans.4 She normally liked to go and sleep there when she was a calf. That is why they called her Romano. I loved that cow.

There was also a hunting dog with the name Intombiyebhayi.5 My uncle took Intombiyebhayi with him when he went hunting. She was so clever, she could smell a rabbit from far away and she always caught it when my uncle set her free.

I used to share my food with this dog when I was a young child. My aunt would prepare soft porridge and I would eat half and Intombiyebhayi would eat the other half from the same bowl.

My uncle named this dog Intombiyebhayi because she didn’t have puppies. My uncle said she was like a virgin doing the reed dance. The reed dance is the traditional dance that girls perform when they go for ukuhlolwa.6

My uncle Vusumuzi respects all the traditions that are part of Zulu culture and I grew up with this respect. Even now I have
this respect in me. Sometimes I feel tense inside because what I was taught about Zulu culture as a child in KZN is in conflict with what I have learned from growing up and living the life of a lesbian in Meadowlands. For example, there is a part of me that believes in virginity testing. My ancestor, Nkunzi, also influences my beliefs. For Nkunzi, virginity testing is a way of keeping Zulu culture alive. Nkunzi believes in keeping power in the hands of the elders because they are the ones who know what is best for everyone in the community.

When I look around at the young girls of these days who are getting pregnant by different fathers at the age of 14 or 16 or 18, and when I see the way that AIDS is spreading like a fire in the youth, I understand what Nkunzi is seeing and I think that virginity testing could also be a good thing. Then on the other side I understand that because of our Constitution, girls have certain rights and virginity testing stands in the way of those rights. Because I have these different sides in me I can see the traditional way and the modern way; I can see the way of a Zulu man and I can see why some women – especially gender activists – have a problem with virginity testing. As a sangoma I am trained to see what is happening behind what we normally see so with virginity testing, I can see light in all sides and I can see the shadows in all sides. My life is not only for myself, it is also for my ancestors, especially my ancestor, Nkunzi.

In my tradition a girl who is in her menstruation time is not supposed to mix with others. The traditional way is for a girl who is menstruating to stay in a separate room until her menstruation time is over. In rural areas, if there are two girls menstruating, they will both be kept together in the room until their days are done. They are locked in the room until they have finished menstruating and then they will go to the dam and wash
themselves. For some people this sounds like a punishment but for me it sounds like kindness and respect.

My period started during the day after my 18th birthday. We went to a Christmas party on Boxing Day at my uncle’s place in Zone 6 in Meadowlands. Afterwards it was just me and my mom at home. I started to have cramps down below in my belly. When I went to the toilet I felt something hot and I saw the blood. I screamed and called my mom to come and see. I thought I was hurt.

My mother came and she said, “It is fine. Take a bath and come to me.” Then she gave me a pad and told me to put it on my underwear. I did what she said but it made me feel so heavy. She wanted to see if I was able to walk with the pad so she sent me to my grandfather’s house. As I was walking down the street she was looking at me. I was pressing my thighs together, afraid that this thing would fall. I felt so naked and so confused. I didn’t know anything about menstruation even though I was 18. I used to hang out with boys and in my family, even my sisters only spoke to my mom about menstruation. They never told me about it. I saw the pads a few times by accident when I opened my mother’s drawers but I never questioned her because in my family children were not allowed to ask my parents questions.

For five days I lay on top of my bed with terrible period pains and wanting to vomit all the time. My mother came and checked on me and gave me new pads as I needed them. After five days it stopped and my mother spoke to me and explained that now I was in the adult way and I must be careful because if I slept with a man I could fall pregnant and have a child. I told her, “I will never sleep with a man. Never.”

When I menstruated I stayed indoors all the time. I wished I could switch off menstruation. I needed to stay away from other
people because I didn’t want anyone to see me. I washed all the time. I wanted to wash away the blood. It made me feel dirty.

Since I started to have the spirit of Nkunzi in me I hardly menstruate. I only menstruate when I have a female ancestor in me. With Nkunzi I can stay up to a year without menstruating. Even when I was in training I went for four or even six months without menstruating for more than a day. My trainer told me it was because my ancestor was a male and he had taken my menstruation away. Now I don’t worry because I know that Nkunzi has cut off my feminine, menstruation side. If I am menstruating then I know that it is because a female spirit is in me. Although I love it when there is a female spirit in me, I have never learned to cope with menstruation or with having breasts. I hate breasts. I didn’t want to have breasts. I have never bound my breasts but my breasts are a part of my body that I don’t like. If I was rich, I would have an operation to remove my breasts.
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I was happy in KZN. There were a lot of other children and I was never alone. The older boys would go out with a panga or an axe to get sugar cane. They would cut it into small sticks and put it in an uqhwembe7 for the younger children. We would suck the sticks until there was no taste left and then throw them to one side for the birds. I wanted to go with the boys to fetch the sugar cane but they wouldn’t allow it. They said there were snakes. When I was older I found out that the boys used to take their girlfriends into the sugar cane to make love to them there. That is why they didn’t want the younger children to go with them.


Sometimes the boys would get up early in the morning, long before sunrise, and after finishing their tasks, they walked to the river, which was quite a long way away. There they would catch fish, including small fish which they put in tins for the younger children to play with. We used to wait for them to come back. We were always excited about what they would bring home from their trip to the river.

Although I enjoyed playing with the other children, I always wanted to be around my uncle Vusumuzi. I preferred his company to playing with the other children. My uncle didn’t make me aware of the differences between girls and boys until I became a teenager. After that he told me about the different roles for boys and girls; like boys fight with sticks and girls sweep the yard. My uncle taught me about my culture in passing and I learned many things from following him and watching what he did. I learned what is expected of a Zulu girl and I learned about the life of a Zulu man. I was more interested in the life of a Zulu man. Some of the girls’ things did not feel right for me. I remember I was told to drink warm milk from the cow so that I would grow up to be a healthy mother and give birth to healthy children. I had to struggle to drink that milk. I didn’t like the taste and I didn’t see myself as someone who would get pregnant and be the mother of children.

My uncle was different from most Zulu men because he had a gentle side and he was not afraid to show his emotion. One day Intombiyebhayi was found dead. Somebody had poisoned her. I cried and cried because I loved that dog and I knew my uncle loved her too.

My aunt beat me when I cried. She said, “Why are you crying for a dog?” I told her that I loved that dog and I went on crying until even some neighbours came, thinking that somebody in
the family had passed away.

My uncle was also sad. They say in African culture that a man mustn’t show his sorrow and he mustn’t cry, but that day when I looked at him I saw in his face that he had lost something he loved. He didn’t eat or speak that day. He went away and only came home at sunset. I felt his grief with my own grief. A long time afterwards when I asked him if he remembered that dog, his face started to change and I could see that it still made him sad to think of Intombiyebhayi.
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When I was four my mother took me back to Meadowlands. It was hard for me to leave my uncle. I resisted going with my mother and she beat me. My uncle had never beaten me and he shouted at my mother, “Why are you doing that to her?” But I was my mother’s child, so he could not stop her from taking me with her. To me it felt like I had been hijacked or kidnapped. This feeling stayed with me, even though I went back to visit my uncle in the Easter holidays and at Christmas. He missed me and I missed him. Even today I feel more free and more at home in KZN.

Life in Soweto was so different. Living in Meadowlands and in Empangeni was like living in two different countries. In KZN life was peaceful but in Soweto there was always fighting in the house. Even when there was no fighting the atmosphere was heavy because my parents were not happy. My mother never told us what was happening but you could see from her actions when there was fighting. Because of her ancestors my mother was light in her complexion so you could see if she was upset. Her skin would go red and her eyes would be red from crying.


She would send me and my sisters to my grandfather’s house if she was fighting with my father. I didn’t want to go and she would shout, “Go! Go!” If I didn’t go, she would take out a belt to beat me, so I would run away. We would come back the next morning and I would see that her eyes were red and she hadn’t had any sleep. If I asked her what was wrong, she said, “Nothing!” If I asked too many questions, she would shout at me to go away. It was not okay to ask your parents questions as a child. We didn’t eat with my parents. My mother used to dish up for us and we sat on the floor in the kitchen. When we were finished my parents used to eat their food. We didn’t sit with them. The way I was raised, children and adults didn’t talk very much.

My mother used to punish us when we did wrong things like telling a lie or taking some of the coins she left on her dressing table. She didn’t hit us when my father was around because he didn’t allow it. She used to wait until he went away, then she would come into the bathroom when I was about to take a bath and take out the belt. I was naked and the door was locked so there was nothing I could do. For my older sisters it was worse because my mother used a cane which was much harder. After some time I knew that my mom was saving up the punishments for when my father was away, so I used to run to my grandfather’s place and stay there until my father came back.

I think the reason why my mother was so strict was because if we did something wrong my father would make my mother take the blame. He expected my mother to give us guidance and if we went wrong, he said it was her fault. When my sister got pregnant when she was still at school, my father blamed my mother for not teaching her properly.
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I remember when I was a six or seven, I used to cry when my mom braided my hair. My hair was big and it was painful when she combed it, but when she was finished I looked beautiful and I felt so proud. My hair was pitch black and people loved it. They gave me sweets and they said to my mom, “Your child is an African beauty.” I loved the attention. I enjoyed getting money and sweets from adults and I enjoyed people taking pictures of me because I was pretty. I remember I had a dress with flowers and a little jacket that went with it. At that time I loved being a little girl. Even now, I enjoy the times when I feel feminine. I become emotional and I show my emotions when I have a feminine spirit in me. This feminine side is still in me but it doesn’t come out very often, except in my work as a healer.

As I grew older I turned into a tomboy. I enjoyed boys’ games. I was forced to play with my sisters if they were around, but I preferred to play with boys. If my sisters were playing house and they needed a child for the game, I would have to be the child and I would become very bored. If I was playing house with my friends, I would always make sure I was the father of the house.

I wanted to be a truck driver like my father and I used to play truck games with boys from the neighbourhood. We also played marbles and soccer. I loved soccer. I became more and more of a tomboy and I hated wearing dresses.

My father’s youngest brother, my Uncle Nkosnye, was training to be a policeman and he used to come and stay with us sometimes. I would steal his shorts and wear them under my tracksuit pants. They were too big but I used to tie them up with a belt. He would tell everyone, “I am missing some shorts,” and I would just keep quiet. Then on Saturdays when my mother did
the washing, I just mixed the shorts with the washing and my mother would say to my uncle, “I found your shorts. They were with the washing.”

Sometimes, when my mother made me wear a dress, tears would come to my eyes because I felt so uncomfortable. It felt wrong to me. I felt I was not supposed to be wearing a dress. As soon as I could, I would change into jeans or shorts or a tracksuit. Then I felt I could go anywhere. My mom would nag me and tell me to stop being so rough. I wanted to tell her, my mom, that there is something in me that makes me like this and I am free when I am like this. I think Nkunzi was in this part of me even when I was growing up.

There was a big wooden box outside the house in Meadowlands. Sometimes my mother used it for storage and at other times it was empty. I used to play a game with some of the girls from the neighbourhood. I would take them into the box with a candle, pretending it was a house, but when we were inside in the dark, I would kiss them. The first time I did this, I was nine years old. We had a black and white TV at home and one day when all the elders were watching a programme called, All My Children, I went outside with one of the other girls. I took her to the box and when we were inside I started to kiss her. It felt nice.

Eventually when I played with girls I used to kiss them and then I wanted to touch them but I felt scared. I was just playing. I didn’t know that I liked girls. I think my mom saw what was happening but she didn’t want to talk about it.

When I was 11 I fell and hurt my arm when I was playing on an old car in my grandfather’s backyard with my cousins and some boys from the neighbourhood. That night the pain was so bad I couldn’t sleep and by the morning, my arm was swollen. I woke my grandfather and he called my father to take me to the
hospital. I was discharged the next day with a plaster cast right the way up my arm. Three months later, a few days after the plaster was taken off, I was climbing a tree with the same boys when I fell again and broke the same arm. For the second time I had plaster on my arm.

Whenever my father returned from a long trip it was always exciting to see the big truck parked in the road outside the house and all the children used to come and climb onto it. I broke my arm for the third time when I slipped against the dashboard of the truck.

I saw the same doctor at Baragwanath hospital each time I broke my arm. The third time I saw him, he told my father to take me to a sangoma. The sangoma said my father must buy my grandmother’s name because my grandmother had passed away on the day that I was born. So my father bought a goat and I went to my grandmother’s grave with my parents and my grandfather to perform a ceremony there. My father performed a ritual with two chickens and some snuff and candles. Afterwards we went home and my father slaughtered the goat. Some white robes were placed over my head and isiphandla was tied around my wrist. There were no more accidents after that.
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My father combined traditional beliefs and Christian beliefs. My mother never loved the church but she went to the Church of Zion because of my father, and she took me and my sisters with her. I remember I had to wear a blue and white dress. I hated it. It was a long walk to the church meeting and the service was for three hours, from 12 until three on a Sunday. I used to sleep most of the time because I was so bored.


Sometimes the elders in the church would tell my mother that she had a calling. My mom would start to roar and she would go into a trance and the elders would gather around her and try to work with her. They said she had a calling to be a prophet and a healer like my grandmother. My mother would become strong and brave when her ancestors were in her, but she couldn’t see a way to follow the calling because she said she had to take care of her children. One day she stopped going to church so I stopped going too.

My father used to consult sangomas. He didn’t tell us but we could see because of the herbs he brought home and sometimes he sent me to buy the herbs for him. Once he took the whole family to consult a sangoma. I was 16. I don’t know what was happening in my family at that time but my parents were fighting about money. It was a long drive to Pretoria in my father’s car and my mother was quiet the whole way. I could see she was not happy. The sangoma in that area was an old man. We took our shoes off before we entered his room. He prayed over the bones before throwing them and then he asked my father to put down some money. The door and the windows were closed but suddenly there was strong wind in the room. The wind took my father’s money. After watching this, the man gave the money back to my father and told him to buy food for the house with it.

We were all quiet when we drove back to Johannesburg. When we got home my father didn’t buy food. He took that same money and went to find another sangoma. On the way there he was hijacked and he lost the car and all the money he had.

Money was always short, especially when my father was away. Sometimes there was nothing to eat in the house and my mom used to tell us to drink warm water and go to bed. Once
my mother lost her job and she couldn’t pay the rent. My father was out of town and the police came to our house. My mother was fighting with them in Afrikaans so I couldn’t understand what she was saying. My older sisters were standing there crying. The police pushed my mother out of the way and started taking everything out of the house. They were taking our things away because my parents hadn’t been paying the rent. My mother ran to call my aunt and they packed everything and took it to my grandfather’s house, which was just a few streets away from where we lived. My father found us there when he came back.

My grandfather’s house had three rooms and some grass and flowers outside in the front. There was no fence and children from the neighbourhood used to come and visit. We stayed there for a couple of months. My parents had a shack outside in the yard. When my mother found another job, we moved back to the house without my father. My mom told us, “Your father wants to stay in your grandfather’s house. He won’t be coming to stay with us here.” There were so many people staying in my grandfather’s house. Every night everything in the kitchen had to be moved to one side so that my aunt and my uncle could sleep there. I couldn’t understand why my father wanted to stay at my grandfather’s place instead of coming home with us.
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My grandfather was not a very talkative person. He didn’t show me things like my uncle in KZN. He always wanted us to keep quiet, especially on Sundays. I remember he told us a story from the bible about a woman who always went to collect wood carrying her baby on her back. One day God appeared to her and said, “I have warned everyone that Sunday is a day of resting
and you, you are working. I am taking you away and putting you in the moon.” All the time when I looked up at the moon, I saw this woman carrying a baby on her back, with a bunch of wood on her head. So that woman, for me I felt that she was punished for working for her family, for trying to take her family wood. It made me think of my mom leaving early every morning to try and earn money to keep us alive.

My grandfather was a carpenter. He made chairs and tables and other furniture. He had a good job with a firm in town. He liked to gamble and he liked women. When he got paid he used to go to Dube to bet on the horses. If he won he would buy cold-drinks and peanuts for all the children. If he was not lucky he would just go into his room and keep quiet.

He was a pastor at the Zion church. He had a long white beard and on Saturdays he would put on his blue and white uniform and walk to the church with his wooden stick. He used to wash his handkerchief before going to church but instead of hanging it out to dry he would swing it around in his hand so that it was dry by the time he arrived at church, then he folded it and put it in his pocket.

When I stayed with my grandfather, all eight grandchildren slept on the floor on grass mats in his bedroom. One time when I was sleeping there, I felt somebody’s heavy breath next to me. It was dark so I couldn’t see who it was. I felt there was someone on top of me. At first I thought I was dreaming. Then I tried to move my hands and push whatever was on top of me away, but I couldn’t. I tried to open my mouth but I couldn’t. Then suddenly I just fell asleep again, as if I was collapsing. When I woke up I found that all the bottom part of my body was wet. I went and took a bath. I was so confused. The second time it happened I saw that it was my uncle Mandla. He covered my face with my
nightdress. He was on top of me and he closed my mouth with his hand so I couldn’t scream. I collapsed again. In the morning after taking a bath, I told my grandfather I missed my mother and I went back to my mother’s place. I was 8-years-old and I was not in a clear light about my sexuality.

Another time after that, my mother left me with a neighbour. I think the woman went to the shops and left her son in the house. When I was sleeping he came and he lifted me up and put me on top of the bed and then he was on top of me too.

All these memories came back when I was already grown up and finished school. It was something that was inside me. It came back in pieces. I never told my mother or my sisters about it.
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My father would go away and come back and when he was at home there was fighting. One day, my father called a meeting of all of us children. There were six of us by then, three girls and my three younger brothers. He told us he was divorcing my mother. He said we are not his family, not his children. My mom cried.

I said, “Look at me; I look like you. How can you say I am not your child?” He said, “You are not my child.” After my father rejected us, life was very hard. I wanted to protect my mom, to help her. I hated to see her suffer.

My mother used to sit alone and talk to her ancestors or pray to God. She always used snuff before talking. If she didn’t have her snuff we wouldn’t sleep in the house. Sometimes she couldn’t find where she had put it and she used to wake us up to help her find it. We used to go to a neighbour to borrow some if she ran out of snuff in the night because she couldn’t sleep without it.
At times she would start talking in a different voice and her eyes would change. I would go out when she did this. I wasn’t scared as much as disturbed. I grew up in a family that believed in ancestors and sangomas so I understood that my mother had a calling and my mother knew she had a calling but she put her family first and she didn’t want to spend the money on the training.

Sometimes my mother would talk to her ancestors for a long time. I would hear deeper voices coming out of her but I couldn’t understand what she was saying. It used to make me angry and I would leave the house. I think I must have known that she was ignoring the ancestors and not accepting her calling.

Now that I also use snuff when I talk to my ancestors, I understand more about what was happening with my mother. My ancestor, Nkunzi, couldn’t express himself through my mother because she refused. My mother was not allowing him to come out.
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