
REVIEWS 

TWO TIMELY POETS 

Dispossessed by Modikwe Dikohe (Kavan 1983) 
Inside by Jeremy Cronin (Kavan 1983) 

In 1979 a group of l i terature s tudents went t o 
visit Modikwe Dikobe a t his re t i rement plot in 
the Northern Transvaal. They went to discuss 
with him about his now well-known working 
class novel, The }farabi Dance. There was animated 
discussion about the background t o The Marabi 
^ V J e , abou t Sophiatown, Alexandra, the Defiance 
Campaign, T ' ra ' le unions in the forties and 
fifties, and the t remendous difficulties involved 
in first getting the novel published. After all the 
conversation there was one last quest ion: "Mr 
Dikobe, what do your friends think of your 
nove l?" 

Dikobe looked amused. "None of my friends 
have read my novel ," he said, "In fact I've hardly 
ever met anybody who 's read The Marabi Dance.' 
However at the age of 70, Dikobe published 
another book, this t ime poetry; a stunning, totally 
remarkable volume called simply Dispossessed. 

Dispossessed is poetry from the pen of 
Dikobe. worker, political activist, t r ade unionist 
and author . Someone who after a lifetime of 
work in South Africa found the land on which 
he was living declared part of a mad concept 
called "KnphuLhatfiwaiia". Mere are poems of 
labour and of the land; city and rural episodes 
of the hewers o fwoo ' l and the drawers of water. 
Muscular, straightforward but constantly sur
prising lines from the world of the migrant worker, 
the proletarian, the peasant, the cast down chief 
and the new emerging South African. The title 
poem Dispossessed narrates the story of a com
munity broken from proud farmers to transient 
workers; 

You were ordered to call a Pitso 
To Mai-is-isi camp 
You were told men are wanted 
To dig diamonds out of the earth 
You cannot pay your tax by selling cattle. 
Golden sovereign. Queen Victoria's Head. 
You marked X against your name 
You raised two fingers "Modi mo n th use — 
God help me *\ 

And so the story of dispossession is played o u t 
through the volume — from the pre-colonial 
glimpses in Time Immemorial to the stark 
moderni ty of Border Industry: 

Pick up 
Your Stock and machinery 
Homeland labour 
Is cheap 
No industrial agreement 
No trade union organisation 
No agitators 

You are assured 
Of output 
Best Quality 
World Competitive 
As long as you 
Don 7 label it 
•'HOMELAND". 
In a series of finely sketched cameos fro ml 

Uosie I: Backyard Boyfriend t o Rome VIII: Nan
nies' Protest, the trials and tribulations of women 
domestic servants are revealed. The constant 
threat of police raides against husbands and boy-i 
friends living in the maids' quarters in the back
yards of white suburbs comes under Dikobe *s! 
taut , ironical and infinitely humourous scrutiny. 

From Rosie VII: Ear Telephone II: 
Rumour is rife 
Of a big police raid tonight 
Against backyard lodgers 
Against passless blacks. 

'Rosie you 're amazing. " 

We women pass information 
We're ear telephones 
Alert to what goes around 
Advising each other 
How to treat our boyfriends 
You, I vowed, I shall never forsake. 

There's a house away from here 
As big as Castle brewery 
Go there tonight: pose as a night watchman. 
In These Black Hands, Dikobe spells out the 

mine worker 's lot, A Worker's Lament sings a 
plaintive song of an industrial worker 's long 
hours l i t t le pay, poor working condit ions, long 
journeys are economically constructed, aphoristic 
portrayals of rural situations between the powerful 
and the powerless; white farmer and farm labourer; 
land owner and dispossessed serf. Under Dikobe's 
microscope no mundani ty of oppression is too 
small to become interesting poetry, no structuidi 
violence without its human cost, no individual 
incident without its underlying cause. In Dispos
sess*'? there is always this dialectic, this history 
tha t makes life what i t is, as in Hanging Servitude, 

Mastership and baaskap are stained 
Stained into the mind and soul 
Since the day of conquest 
Till nowadays — 
Hard to erase. 

Hard to accept 
In heart-tearing veins 
A gushing stream of resentment. 
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Despite the precise descriptions of the pain, 
anguish and bitterness of national dispossession, 
the voire behind the poetry is itself not bit ter . 
^isnosscsse I does not descend, even for an 
instant, in to sent imental i ty: nor ever slide a centi
metre in to cynicism and resignation. Here and 
(here is a certain verbal gaiety, magnesium flares 
which i l luminate the bri t t le landscape of South 
African reali ty, hinting at a new. splendid dawning. 
And then t o plunge again in to the phantasmgoria 
of defeat, suffering, ignorance, dispossession 
and terrible loss; and then to push aside, however 
slightly, the edifice of dispossession weighing 
down our lives. And we must go forward, as 
in Learning* 

The world is boundless 
Each one of us 
Can contribute 
Provided 
We pinch off 
Complexes, fear and mistrust, 

UMK1I0NT0 WE S I ZU'L 

He'd sigh a small sigh 
— Hadn 't been sure 
Those damned ingnitors would work 

WHITE POLITICAL PRISONERS 

When Jeremy Cronin published Inside in 
1 9 8 3 , he had just emerged from 7 years in various 
high security prisons. Convicted in 1976 under the 
Terrorism Act he has lately been reading his 
poetry to audiences all over South Africa, holding 
his listeners spel lbound with his conversational, 
yet musical lines. 

Inside speaks with quiet passion about 
Cronin 's political commi tmen t , his love for his 
count ry , and the all-too-often-eruel touch of 
experience. His poetry is full of the consequences 
of act ions , both terrible and beautiful; and the 
unrelenting human nevt\ to act . even if only 
mental ly. 

Without a doub t , the t o u r de force of this 
volume is the 10-page poem Walking on Air, 
which narrates the life of a fellow political prisoner 
John Matthews. The densely packed prologue 
describing the prison workshop, "otherwise known 
as the seminar room", sets the scene for the 
story to unfold: 

In the prison workshop then, over the months, 
over the screech of grindstone, I'm asking 
John Matthews about his life and times, as 
I crank the handle, he's sharpening a plane, 
holding it up in the light to check on its 
bevel, dipping the blade to cool in a tin 
of water, then back to the grindstone, sparks 
fly: "I work for myself" — he says — "not 
for the boere": 

And unfold it does , playing out in short , 
melodic bursts of verse, Matthews* working class 
origins, his conversion t o communism, his work 
for t ' m k h o n t o We Sizwe, his arrest and inter
rogation, his refusal t o turn state witness; 

A man would come to the backyard and 
w'lisver: 

30 ignitors. 
And John Matthews would make 30, to be 

delivered to X. 
And a man would come in the dead of night 
These need storing comrade, some things 
wrapped in waterproof cloth 

TERRORIST BOMB POWERUNES 

He would read in the bourgeois press, or 
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Another s t rong prison poem in the volume 
entitled Death Row. tells of the hours which 
condemned freedom fighters Shahangu. Moise 
and Tsotsobe spent within shout ing distance 
of the cells of the white political prisoners. In 
his epigrammatic Potlsmoor Sketches, Cronin brings 
us a pungent whiff of the wracked humani ty of 
the common-law prisoners. 

Hut most of the pieces in the collection, 
despite having being written in prison, do not 
openly declare themselves as prison poet ry . We 
explore Some Uncertain Wires of chi ldhood and 
adult nostalgia. We Venture to the Interior in a 
political archeology, digging word from primeval 
soil, phrases of sensibility from the fossils of our 
earth, as in 

If you're asking: whose land? 
Under the pounding of wood, consider 
Between the grinding conversations, stone to 

stone. 
Where the sun gives up its vegetable holds. 
How many centuries 
Have been stirred into putu? 

Whose land? — If you're wondering 
It's no use telephoning. Stamp the earth 
Ask among the bones 
Where the frogs bring down 
Rain on their own heads, and the earth 
Chews, chews. 
Like a pair of scissors never getting fat. 

drain'« seed, grass, shrub's roots 
Where the men's bones with their snuff 

pouches. 
Women's bones with their porridge sticks, ask' 
There where lineage on lineage sits 
Tucked in this earth. 
Kven the Love Poems, erotic and celibate in 

turns, take us beyond mere sensual contempla t ion 
into a world of hard reason and firm commit
ment . Sexy, sad, comic — and then suddenly 
tragic; when Cronin finds himself inprisoned 
but alive, whilst she for whom he longs is no 
longer. Krom Your Deep I lair: 

Remember the mierkat's 
footfall down the inner sleeve of night. 
under the milkbush, under the curdled 
star clouds of galactic semen 
spilled across the sky, you turned in sleep and 
from your deep hair tumbled 
aromatic buchu and the wide veld. 

Three months now. 
Scalp shaved. 
you died, they say. 
your head encased in wraps. 

Most refreshing about Inside is its significant 
break with so many of the dilemmas and impasses 
indulged in by so many of our white South African 
poets. Breytenbach's work seems increasingly 
prolix as he becomes more flailingly metaphysical, 
more self fixated, more and more crushed by 
self-pity, exile, angst. On the o ther side of the 



spectrum we have l lu- polished vac U It} of Hope. 
the poetical homilies o f (hay . (Ireig el al , and the 
well-formed but hopelessly ell iptical poetry of 
Nicol. 

Cronin has proved beyond doubt (hat it is 
possible to be white in South Afr ica and sti l l 
wr i te highly readable poetry but only because 
he is not only commi t ted to poetry, but also to 
something else t o a democratic South Africa 
and l o the act ion needed lo bring it about. 

Both Dikohe and Cronin arc t imely poels. 
singing o f the old age and singing towards l he new. 
Here and now as we stand he fore the amazing 
fissure called South African society and feel the 
persistent tremors of slut) and change: as we stand 
on the edge of a great moment o f the dis]x>ssosseil: 
as we ready to advance, bui lding on the resistance 
of the past, once more advance... 

It is now we need such calm and lucid voices 
to guide our work and days. 

LAM K M 

/ yearn for the days 
The days I stayed at street corner meetings 
Speaking to sightless sigh' 
Learning the art of speaking. 

I remember the days 
Freedom played hide and seek 
In reef trains 
In factories 
And in every beer hall. 

I pine for the days 
Protest meetings needed no permit 
Lunch hour city hall meetings 
And Unman Hights rallies. 

Buy me wings 
On May Day 
On Market Square shall I speak 
About peas-laws, trade unionism, votes for all. 

I took forward for a day 
When I shall more freely 
Seeing the beauty of Mother Africa 
Then I will bid farewell 
Without remorse. 

MODIKWK DIKOBK (from Dispossessed) 

Our land holds its hard 
Wooden truths tike a speech 
A pip: 

Out at Alhlone 
By the power station 
Over two cooling towers, the wind 
Turns visible in its spoors. 
Skin and bone, zig-zag. 
Through the khaki bush 
It hums, the wind tongues 
Its gonhgom, frets a gorah. 
In a gwarrie bush the wind. 
So I fancy, mourns, thin 
Thin with worries 

(ioringhaicona 
(iormghaiqua (iorachouqiia: sounds 
Like al the back of our sky 
Cicadas' songs ache: llessequu 
llacumqua, like vocables swallowed 
In frogs' throats: CochoQlta, 
The names of decimated 
Khoikhoin tribes their cattle stolen. 
Lands seized 
As their warriors died 
Charging zig-zag into musket fire. 
Those warriors who've left behind 
Their fallen spears that our land 
Like a peach Us pip 

Holds now: 

This unfinished task. 

.JKKKMY CRONIN ( f rom Inside) 
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RIXAKA REVIEWS AN EXTREMELY IMPORTANT 

^NOVEL OF THE ANTI -COLONIAL, ANTI-

?IMPERIALIST STRUGGLE IN AFRICA. MAYOMBE 

BY PEPETELA CONTAINS IMPORTANT INSIGHTS INTO 

THE LIBERATION PROCESS AND IMPORTANT LESSONS 

FOR FREEDOM FIGHTERS. 

y%i •L * 

) . 

**A\ 

rixakii 28 



MAYOMBE — Novel of the 
Africa*! Struggle 

Review of Mayombe by Pepetela. 
First published in Portuguese 
by the the Angolan Writers union 

1980. 
First published in Knglish 
by Zimbabwe Publishing House 

1983. 

The Mayo mix* forest is in 
Angola's enclave province of 
Cabin da. Sheltered amidst its 
thick undergrowth an MPLA 
guerilla group operates against 
the Portuguese colonial forces.. 
But as the group moves through 
the Mayombe forest it carries 
within itself its own particular 
dynamic, its own tensions and 
conflicts. As the situation of 
struggle is unfolded we begin 
to understand the specific tribal, 
racial, ideological and personal 
relationships which constitute 
the fabric and character of the 
group. And the nature of the 
unity that political leadership 
must continuously forge within 
the group despite all counter
vailing factors. 

Not too far away is the 
rear base of Dolisie in the neigh
bouring Congo Republic. Here 
is located the stores and infra
structure responsible for chan
nelling supplies and equipment 
to the guerilla group. Here is 
also the civilian life, the squander* 
ing of movement funds and the 
misuse of political position. 

Central to the narrative 
line of the novel is Fearless; 
intellectual, soldier, and guerilla 
commander. It is Fearless who 
best reads the complex inter
actions of the group, who 
balances out the disintegrative 
tendencies continuously present, 
who constantly re-orientates the 
guerillas to the immediate tasks 
of the struggle. 

The novel examines Fearless 
in his entire individuality. His 
particular path to the move
ment, the specific caste of his 
political thinking, the type and 
nature of his commitment . In 
snatches of guerilla conversation, 
in the reflective moments just 
before a battle commences, over 
a beer or meal at the rear-base, 
we gather in the patchwork of 
one particular revolutionary life. 
His rebellion against Christianity. 
sexual awakening, the torn tissue 
of personal relationships, regret 
concerning events past, reserv
ations concerning the future 

being built; all bear on and 
indelibly mark each new de
cision he must face. 

But Fearless is not port
rayed as a man who happens t o 
be a guerilla commander, but 
rather a someone whose lucid 
insight into Angolan necessity 
constitutes his real freedom. 
The question arises then whether 
Fearless is merely that familiar 
creature of bourgeois literature — 
the romantic hero whose per
sonal qualities lead only to greater 
and greater unhappy contradic
tions. The point is however 
tha t involvement in revolutonary 
struggle does not remove from 
one 's consciousness the basic 
question of human purpose and 
fulfilment — it brings them under 
a new, intense light; it re-orient
ates them. Surely that is the 
real point. 

But Mayombe is not the 
story of Fearless alone. An 
ingenius narrative technique 
allows a series of other voices to 
speak and comment . These open
ings in the text where the author 
suddenly transfers us into the 
thoughts of one or another 
character, lakes us into the 

person's inner-dialogue, allows 
each apparently basic situation 
to show its more subtle lights 
and shades. We are reminded 
that a group of armed freedom-
fighters is made up of real and 
complex human beings who carry 
into the struggle their own weak
nesses, prejudices and inspiration. 
We are reminded that the unique 
intricate weave of each indivi
dual's life should be no barrier 
to unity-in-action. 

Of the issues that emerge 
most starkly from the novel, 
it is the issue of tribalism which 
is most brilliantly handled. There 
is no intellectual flinching, no 
literati stuttering in the port
rayal of this problem. Mayombe 
explicates very fully the dangers 
of tribalism within a liberation 
movement, without objectifying 
the phenomen as in any way 
separate from the actual process 
of anti-colonial struggle. Tribal
ism should be nobody's obsession 
— Mayombe makes it very clear 

that it 's an incorrect turning 
in the path through Mayombe 
forest, it is an out of context 
response to a particular social 
dilemma, a mental laziness, an 
enemy manoeuvre. 

Another deftly described 
topic is the inevitable inter
actions between intellectuals and 

non-intellectuals, not to mention 
intellectuals and other intellec
tuals. Hierarchical relationships 
are also explored — the visit of 
the "leadership-comrade" t o 
Dolisie and his conversation with 
Fearless about discipline and 
morality is a brilliant vignette. 

Perhaps the most controver
sial element in Mayombe is its 
portrayal of women. The sexual 
issue is handled frankly and the 
descriptions of sexual relations 
appropriate and well written. 
Yet beyond the scope of sexual 
contacts, the women characters 
do not seem to properly live. 
The sensual, passionate Ondine is 

graphically portrayed within her 
relationship to the Commissioner, 
Andre, Fearless. Yet alone of all 
the main characters her own 
politics, the engine of her own 
unique commitment , remains 
opaque. How did Ondine become 
an MPLA militant, how does 
she see her political role? We 
are not told. 



Fearless' reminisces ahou t past 
lovers do bring in the idea of 
women as full active partici
pants in the life-process. Yet 
the major figure of his memory , 
his lost lover Leli, was someone 
who somehow held him back, 
someone who could just not 
properly adjust t o the rigours 
of political commi tmen t . When 
Theory, the teacher, longs for 
Manuel a, long left behind, his 
need is primarily for sexual 
comfor t , for the divine forget-
fulness of the sensual. The 
operat ions chief thinks abou t 
his life in te rms of his house and 
a warm meal on the table. 

It is t rue that the male-
centric a t t i tudes of the charac
ters arc nol endorsed within 
the text . At no stage is male 
domina t ion shown as correct 
o r inevitable. Perhaps I'epetela 
is merely reflecting, highly ac
curately, the a t t i tudes held by 
the freedom-fighters: is simply 
distilling the dialogues as he 
remembers them. Yet in the 
case of the tribalism issue the 
narrative always goes beyond 
the bare a t t i tude expressed, 
beyond the simply empirical 
to a more dialectical reference. 
Perhaps tribalism was a priority 
issue t o tackle, the women ' s 
issue secondary? Can such issues 
be ranked? 

We must of course see 
Mayombe in its full con tex t . 
Written in 1971 , it was first 
published in Portugese in 1980, 
(simultaneously in Luanda and 
Lisbon). Publication at that 
stage was at the express wish 
of Angola's first president. 
Agostinho Neto, who died shortly 
before the book came out . 
It is believed that he felt the 
open debate on the dangers 
of tribalism and racism was 
worth pursuing in the wider 
context of independent AIV 'a. 

On the backt the 
Zimbabwe Publishi 
i KnglUh) ed 
thai May" 
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VOICES FROM MAYOMBE 

I, The Narrator Am Theory 

/ was born in Gabela, in coffee country. From the land I received 
the dark colour of coffee, from my mother's side, mixed with 
off-white from my father, a Portugese trader. I carry in me the 
irreconcilable and that is my driving force. In a universe of yes or 
no, white or black, I represent the maybe... 

I, The Narrator Am Miracle, The Bazooka-Man 

Intellectual have an obsession that it is we, the peasants, who are 
thbalists. But they are as well. The problem is that there is tribal
ism and tribalism... 

I, The Narrator Am New World 

As if it were possible to make 
men, egoists! I am not egoistic 

a revolution only with selfish 
Marx ism-Leninism showed me 

that man as an individual is nothing, only the masses can make 
History. If I Mere egoistic, I would be in Europe now, like so 
many others, working and earning good money... 

I, The Narrator Am Mautianvua 

/ sailed the sea for years, from North to South, to Namibia where 
the desert joins the sand on the beach, as far as Gabon and Ghana 
and to Senegal... The women I loved were from all tribes, from 
Moroccan Hiquebat to South African Zulu. All were beautiful 
and knew how to make love, some better than others for sure 
... From what tribe, if I am from all tribes, not only of Angola 
but of Africa too? I who do not say a sentence without using 
words from different languages... 

1, The Narrator Am Andre 

The worst is over. In Brazzaville they won't eliminate me. I've 
still got my supporters. Not those types that didn't dare defend 
me even, not that mob. I have well placed supporters, people of 
influence. I shall do my self-criticism just to disarm my oppo
nents... / shall go to another posting where I shall get on just 
the same: there is such a shortage of cadres that the one-eyed 
man is king... 

I. The Narrator , Am Stores Chief 

/ am already old. I have already witnessed much. Words have 
value, the people believe in words as gods Hut I have learned 
that words have value only when they correspond to what is done 
in practice Fearless speaks as he does. He is an honest man. What 
do I care ahout the languu^ I ancestors spoke? 

I, The Narrator, Am Operat ions Chief 
I 
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