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HOWARD 
LAWRENCE 

Jazz 
Epistle-3 

BUNNY AT EIGHTEEN 

I PULLED OPEN the drawn curtains and 
the sunlight stabbed hastily into the 
room. A ray of light quivered and when 
the curtain that played with it became 
quiet and limp. the ray came to rest on 
Bunny Rachabane's face. His eyes 
opened. closed. opened. Two hands 
appeared from underneath the blankets 
and began to rub at the eyes. The body 
turned. the arm stretched out toward 
the record-player. A click and the turn
table began to spin. The arm stretclaed 
further. The hand rdted a record from 
a pile that lay 0]1 the floor beside the 
player. A few rpbments later the sound 
of Charlie Parker·s· alto-Sax was cares-

LEFT: Bunny Rachabane (altoist). RIGHT: Dennis Mpali 
(trumpet). 

sing We heaithy bright morniBg. Bunny 
Rachabane lay quietly listening until 
the ballad ended then he swung his 
body out of the bed and let his feet 
hang over the edge. His boyish face 
looked up and smiled. "What's the 
time Dad?" he asked. "Ten o'clock" 
I replied. "Jesus" he exclaimed, jump
ing up from the ~ed, "I've lost two 
hours practice." Ite stepped over to 
my desk where he had left his saxo
phone the night before. He fingered it 
briskly. "Hell. we had a crazy session 
last night" he said. "You should have 
heard. man. Hell. it was swinging till 
four this morning." He sat on the desk 
and put the saxophone mouthpiece to 
his lips. Up and down. up and down. 
down. up, up. He ran through the 
scales quickly. deftly. "Hell. I wish I 
could get a scholarship to the Man
hattan in New York" he said. "Ood. 
there's such a lot a guy's got to learn 
and the only place where .you can learn 
it is in the States." 

Bunny Rachabane is eighteen years 
old. Musically. he was a child prodigy 
- on the difficult but simply construc
ted penny-whistle. 

By the time he was fifteen he had 
toured South Africa and the British 
protectorates three or four times. By 
the time he and his parents attended 
the first major Johannesburg concert of 
the famous Jazz Epistle of Dollar and 
Kippie Moeketsi. he had already de
cided to be a jazz musician. When he 
sat down in his seat at that concert he 
had already appeared in township jazz 
sroups as a trumpeter. tenorist. bari
tonist and some other positions too. 
But that night "I heard Kippie". His 
face lit up with a huge radiant smile. 
"I've been on alto ever since and I 
don't intend changing either. any time." 

He stepped over to his music stand 
in the corner of the room and turned 
the pages of a Cannonball AdderJey 
Music Book then began to blow the 
tunes published in it. 

When he finished. he put down his 
horn and said "I think I better wash 
me and then go over to the club. Tete 
will probably be there and then we can 
practice till the show tonight." 

"Where did you learn to read music. 
Dad?" I asked him. He shrugged his 

shoulders. "I bought teach yourself 
books. Then I went to the Union 
Artists Music School and now I'm back: 
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on the books again." "Tell me" I said 
"how did you manage to buy your 
instruments?" He smiled sheepishly. 
"The first instrument I ever bought was 
the pennywhistle. I stole my mother's 
grocery money. The money I earned 
from shows with the pennywhistle, from 
playing in front of the big blocks of 

, fiats in Johannesburg's White suburbs 
and from pennywhistle recordings of 
popular African tunes helped me to buy 
the instruments I played after that until 
now I have this alto. which isn't paid 
for yet." 

AT THE JAZZ MECCA, where the group 
Bunny plays in - the Jazz Disciples, 
Tete Mbambiso. the group's pianist
composer-arranger. was sitting at the 
piano and struggling with the chords of 
a new tune he had written dedicated 
to Dollar Brand. Dennis Mpali their 
leader and trumpeter was warming up 
in a corner and Sammy Maritz their 
bassist was tuning his bass. . The hall 
was quiet except for the odd sounds 
that emanated from the different instru
ments. When Bunny had finished piec
ing his saxophone together. the group 
closed in around the piano and then 
took off on "Linda's Thoughts" (a 
Mbambiso composition and arrange
ment). They faded off at the bridge. 
"Dad". Bunny said to Tete, there's · 
something wrong, it doesn't sound 
right." "Yeh" Dennis agreed. Tete 
played the bridge on the piano. The 
others listened. "Let's take it from the 
beginning again" Bunny said. They 
did. Eleven times before he was satis
fied that he done it right. 

Came Sunday night's session at the 
Jazz Mecca and the hall was packed 
with people of all races. 

An American gentleman sitting in the 
front row watched Bunny with his eyes 
closed. But he was listening, mostly. 
When the set broke up for an interval, 
the American stepped over to Dave 
Saunders the owner of the club and 
said "Man, that boy's got everything. 
I haven't heard anything like him in 
the past three years since I left the 
States. Why don't you send him to the 
States?" 

After the . session Bunny and I re
turned home. We sat on the doorstep 
outside my home and listened to the 
night and spoke about many things
many things about jazz. A shooting 
star ·raced across the sky and disap-
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peare?' !3unny ~losed his eyes. 
I dldn t ask him What he had wished. 

I know. 
He . wants to go to America 
"That's the only place to l~rn jazz." 
I only hope his wish comes true. 

Accepting 

Apartheid 

j. F. Leslie 

Whither the Transkei? by W. A. Bell
wood. (Howard Timmins, Cape 
Town) R1.75. 

IT SEEMS IN KEEPING that the first book 
published about the "self-governing" Trans
kei should be such a meagre little affair. 
In a hundred-odd pages Mr .. W. A. Bell
wood, a Johannesburg newspaperman, des
cribes his few days in the Transkei 
last November, paraphrases the Trans
kei constitution, sketches in some 
history, and some post-election poli
tics, pads with chapters about Verwoerd 
and De Wet Nel, and closes with the ques
tion one had hoped he was going to try 
and answer - "whither the Transkei?" 

His material consists of interviews with 
Paramount Chiefs Victor Poto and Botha 
Sigcawu, Chief Kaizer Matanzima, and the 
Hon. Hans Abraham; a reading of Soga's 
The South-Eastern Bantu, Smuts' 1929 
Rhodes Memorial Lecture at Oxford, Han
sard, and "more than thirty years of observ
ing South African governments and politi
cians". The last-mentioned; presumably for . 
the press, has given him the pedestrian 
style that would make the book wearisome 
were it not so brief. 

It might sound uncharitable to complain 
thus of a book which is, after all, "critical 
... of aspects of official policy". Within 
its limits these criticisms are sober com
monsense: the Transkei cannot develop 
without White aid, for one thing, and 
internal African politics may get out of 
hand, for another. 

What this reviewer find so deeply dis
turbing, however, is the fact that Mr. Bell
wood is content to impose these very limits 
on his argument. It is becoming common
place to bewail the surrender of so many 
non - Afrikaner Nationalists, especially 
among the English-speakmg Whites,to the 
once heartily rejected apartheid policy. Has 
this surrender ever been as flatly and in
l:Ontrovertibly expressed as in Mr. Bell
wood's statement: "Self-rule has crossed 
the Kei. There is now no turning back. 

Jazz needs him. But more, we in South 
Africa need him most. And like he 
says: "Everybody leaves but never 
come back to give us what they·ve · 
learned." I'm sure that if he gets his 
wish, South Africa will benefit from it. 

State President (centre) and Chief Minister, 
Umtata, 5 May 

Tbt; country is committed to the enterprise. 
It IS not only commonsense but the duty 
of . all to try by whatever means lie in their 
power'to make a success of it." 

Thus the new situation in South Africa in 
which apartheid is no longer attacked but' 
accepted subject to politely-suggested modi
fications. Thus does Mr. Bellwood impose 
upon himself the limits of "Government 
policy" - "there· is now no turning back" 
- and politely criticises the handiwork of · 
the guilty men whose policies have made 
the name of South Africa stink right round 
the world. 

WHY DOES MR. BELLWOOD do it? Because I · 
presume he like the Verwoerd Government 
does not wish to "allow a position to arise 
where South Africa's highly industrialised 
and complex machinery of administration 
could be taken over by another and much 
less advanced race whose capacity for rule 
they completely distrust". He differs from 
Verwoerd only in his preparedness to admit 
that the Africans "will get some limited 
political rights one day . . . the time can
not be held off forever". So he proposes 
"a Third House of Parliament chosen by 
the Africans themselves" (with undefined 
powers), "to supplement the 'national 
homelands' policy". 

So far have the Bellwoods and the class 
of South African reader for whom this book 
was intended travelled from the days when 
J. H. Hofmeyr could look to the inevitable 
future of South Africa and could say: "Go 
forward in faith." How complete the Afri
kaner Nationalist victory to have won their 
former opponents over to their own fear 
and distrust-ridden viewpoint. 

It is idle to hope that someone will write 
a book telling the truth about the Trans
kei and the Bantustan policy for Mr. Bell
wood's readers. And Heaven forbid that 
anyone should, in the Vorster era,· write 
one suggesting how the "self -governing" 
Transkei could · most effectively serve the 
cause of freedom in South Africa. Truth 
will prevail, freedom will be effected in 
South Africa, nevertheless; and doubtless 
the Transkei will play its part. • 
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