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Give Us a Break: 
Diaries of a Group 
of Soweto Children 
Collected by Mhuyiseni Oswald 
Mtshali (Skotaville Johannes
burg. 1988) 

This slender volume of excerpts from 
ihc diaries of Soweto school children 
originates from research material 
which the Johannesburg poet Mishali 
collected in the early 1980s while 
teaching at Pace College in Soweto. 
He planned to present the material as 
a doctoral thesis but in October 1985 
the records were destroyed by fire. 
Refusing to be bitter about his loss, 
Mtshali has published the remaining 
fragments as a collection of 'anec
dotes, episodes* incidents, events and 
experiences' of fourteen township 
adolescents. 

Given the time period in which 
the diaries were compiled, that of the 
post-1976 Soweto uprising, one 
would expect to find a degree of 
politicisalion in the writing, yet oven 
political senhmenl is curiously ab
sent. Undoubtedly the youth of the 
writers (all aged 12-14 in 1982) 
excluded them from mainstream ac
tivity in the 1976 crisis. 

More significantly, the children 
were students at a private college in 
Soweto and thus removed from the 
continuing upheavals in the DET 
schools. In fact one of them notes 
that Pace students were no longer 
considered 'as kids from Soweto'. It 
would seem thai their relatively 
privileged position in township 
society gave these children concerns 
other than those of the political strug
gle. Precisely what their concerns 
are is not easy to elicit from these 
extracts. 

However, despite the references 
to television sets, birthday parties* 
family cars and consumer goods, the 
one overwhelming image in these 
extracts is that of violence. Hardly 
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an entry is free of reference to some 
or other brutal episode. Women as
sault a man on his head with a stiletto 
heel; a young girl screams as a gang 
tries to rape hen bus drivers attack 
taxi drivers with sjamboks and 
'wires'; thugs chase school children 
with axes, knives and pangas; the 
'Baygon Greens* from Meadowlands 
run to join battle with the people al 
Dube Hostel. Death is regarded with 
everyday indifference by many of the 
writers: *l saw many people looking 
at a dead person...so they took him to 
a mortuary/ And the ghastly entry 
of a thirteen-year-old girl: 'Going to 

school - on my way I saw a cat lying 
in the road - it was dead - all the fur 
was taken off/ 

In this pervasive atmosphere of 
thuggery and kilting il is heartening 
to find a few isolated accounts in 
which students record their happier 
moments. The kiss of a girl - a game 
of tennis - the lights of Soweto seen 
from the train - the grass turning 
green after spring rain - these are 
little splashes of colour against a 
sombre backdrop. 

This is not sophisticated writing, 
nor is it particularly memorable. But 
by collecting and publishing their 
perceptions of culture and society, 
Mtshali has given these township 
children a voice which would nor
mally be denied to them. He has 
indeed given them a break. • 

Jo MacRohert 

Cops and Robbers 
Boere en Bendes: 
youth speak about 
crime 

Compiled by Lauren Nott and 
Linda Tee (National Institute for 
Crime Prevention and Rehabilita
tion of Offenders, Cape Town, 
1988) 

- • — ^ I I ' • • 

This anthology of drawings, essays, 
poems and graffiti is the work of 
youths from various community 
groups, schools and institutions in 
the western Cape who were asked by 
NICRO to record their perceptions of 
crime. The age of the contributors 
ranges from six to 21 years, with the 
majority of entries coming from 
teenagers. 1 n most instances the 
pieces appear in the contributors 
handwriting, giving a rather uneven 
appearance to the publication. About 
half of the articles are in Afrikaans. 

The book is divided into nine 
sections which focus on, inter alia, 
the role of the witness, life in prison. 
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punishment and the prevention of 
crime* Most of the pages are il
lustrated, sometimes in colour, with 
appropriate sketches drawn by con
tributors. As in the writings of the 
Soweto children reviewed here, one 
of the predominant themes in this 
anthology is that of violence. This is 
particularly noticeable in the draw
ings where knives, guns, robberies, 
and other forms of assault are graphi
cally depicted. In the written pieces 
there are many references to the 
notorious gangs of the Cape Flats, to 
rape, to people being attacked in the 
street. 

A major difference between the 
extracts in this anthology and those 
from Soweto is the degree of politi
cal awareness amongst the con
tributors to the N1CRO programme. 
In all sections of the book, the South 
African government is criticised for 
creating divisions in society which 
have contributed to one of the 
highest crime rates in the world. 
Poverty, racial tensions, the SAP. 
detention without trial, lack of 
facilities in prisons for juvenile of* 
fenders, corporal punishment, the 
Group Areas Act. unequal education 
facilities, lack of political rights, un
employment - in fact all the ugly 
hallmarks of the apartheid state are 
linked by these youths to the crime 
rate, thus reinforcing in their own 
honest contributions what leading 
criminologists have been telling us 
for years in their advanced economic 
research papers: apartheid and the 
crime rate have a high correlation. 

In the foreword, this publication is 
described as a book 4by children for 
children'. Whilst younger children 
will relate to the drawings and older 
children to the written work, adults, 
and in particular teachers, parents 
and social workers might find this 
book a useful guide for discussing 
the problem of crime with younger 
people. The drawings of children 
behind bars certainly gave some 
children I know much food for 
thought. • 

Jo MacRohert 
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The Trial of the 13 
Shauna Weslcotf 
(Cape Town, 1988) 

Will the court understand me as I 
am? Will the court understand 
why an ordinary man like myself 
who has suffered all his life even* 
tually turned to violence? Will it 
he possible for the court to 
believe and understand that I am 
not a lover of violence? Will this 
court understand that it is my 
love for people that drove me to 
do what I did? 

These were the words of 26*year-old 
Theophilus Thembinkosi Mzukwa, 
who appeared in the Cape Town 
Supreme Court with 14 others on 21 
April 1987. charged with 'terrorism' 
or aiding 'terrorists* - a description 
of their activities all rejected with 
pride and anger. 

Two of the accused - Neville van 
der Rheede and Themba Tshibika 
-were acquitted. The remaining 13 

were jailed on 12 August for terms 
ranging from three years to life. 

Three of the 13 gave evidence in 
mitigation. The others read state
ments from the dock which were 
dismissed by the judge as of little if 
any value*. This opinion was not 
shared by all who observed the trial, 
or read the brief press reports. Many 
were moved and wanted to know 
more. The Trial of the 13 is an 
attempt to satisfy that need. 

The book introduces the accused 
and tries to convey something of the 
atmosphere of the trial* Colin 
Bundy's history of the ANC and 
analysis of the current political scene 
provide a context for the evidence 
given by the thirteen. There are three 
useful appendices, including one en
titled Invoking Protocol I\ This 
looks at a judgment given in a trial 
held soon after the 13 were jailed, 
where accused Mxolisi Petanc be
came the first ANC soldier to claim 
prisoner-of-war status in terms of an 
international treaty. 

The author covered the trial as 
Supreme Court reporter for the Cape 
Times. The book is available at R5 a 
copy from Black Sash offices. D 


