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“Say ‘mother’! Go on, say ‘mother’, you son of  a bitch!”
 wham! wham! went the leather strap.
 “Say ‘mother’, damn you! Louder, you little bastard, louder!” she 
shrieked.
 The strap went wild all over my face, head and neck. It was as if  
she was suffering more than me.
 my mouth opened, and instead of  the word “mother” a clot of  
blood rolled out. It was followed by a distinct “Futsek!”1 She shrieked 
and swung a frying pan, cracking four of  my ribs. I pushed and her 
skinny body fell to the greedy flames of  a healthy fire-galley.
 maybe I had broken her back, or maybe she was just too ex-
hausted to lift herself. Anyway, my mother just fried and fried 
and fried. . . .

“Where is he?”
 “we’ve got him in bed thirteen.”
 “How is he?”
 “Oh, his ribs are coming on fine and we took the stitches out of  
his right thigh this morning. It’s the cut above his eye that seems to 
worry him. He’ll soon be out of  here.”
 “you’re a social worker, aren’t you?”
 “yes, Nurse.”
 “I wonder how old he is?”
 “Between seven and eight, I’d say.”
 “God,” said the nurse.
 “what’s going to happen to him when he gets out of  here?”
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 They were many now, all ringed around my bed discussing me 
as if  I had fallen from heaven and had broken a wing. The one not in 
uniform shrugged her shoulders and said:
 “These cases are many; they might be different, but the pattern 
is the same. Take this one—he’s too young to be sent to a reforma-
tory and too old to be placed in a crèche. Children of  the gods above 
and the gutters below. One day, with God’s help, the Government 
will build a home for them.”

My ribs were not fully healed when I ran away from hospital. I 
walked back to Sophiatown2 where I got myself  a job at the Good 
Street bus depot. It was more voluntary than fixed.
 I worked without asking permission from anybody. I busied my-
self  sweeping stationary buses with an improvised rag broom.
 At night, I would wait for the last bus to come in. It had to be the 
last bus because you never knew which one might pull out first. The 
last bus would come in between eleven thirty and twelve midnight 
and then I’d coil myself  on the back seat and sleep.
 when the first bus pulled out at four a.m. I would get up and 
stand at the corner of  Good Street3 and main Road4 to wait for the 
baker’s horse-cart. Right on time I would hear the clop-clop echoes 
of  the horses’ hoofs on the tar road as they galloped towards New-
lands. This was a daily routine. They were delivering fresh-baked 
bread to the white inhabitants of  Newlands.
 I would stand hidden behind one of  the shop pillars and watch 
the driver till I was sure that all his attention was centred on the 
road before him, then I would dart swiftly out of  my hiding place 
and without hesitation jump lightly on the back step of  the van. 
Sometimes I would just sit there with my bare feet dangling while I 
enjoyed the ride.
 One morning I was too hungry to brag. I pulled at the thick 
wire loop to swing the door open, but nothing happened. Then I 
noticed that the van was freshly painted. The paint made it difficult 
for me to lift the loop; it needed stronger hands. Hands that ma-
terialised right out of  the tar road. Or so it seemed. One minute I 
was struggling with the wire loop and the next I knew, a different 
pair of  hands appeared mysteriously and lifted the loop without 
effort.
 “Jump!” was all he said.
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 I did. we retreated up main Road with four loaves of  fresh-baked 
bread under our armpits. when we came to the spot where he had 
so mysteriously appeared, he stopped and eyed me speculatively.
 “where’s your home, boy?”
 I shook my head. “No home.”
 “where d’you sleep?”
 “At the bus depot in Good Street, on the back seat of  the last bus.”
 He had a big dent in his forehead and it was throbbing violently 
as if  it was inhaling and exhaling. He was very much undecided 
about something. what made him come to a quick decision was the 
shouting we heard from the still receding baker’s cart.
 we had forgotten to close the back door of  the van. The door 
was flapping wildly in the wind and someone was hailing the driver, 
hoping to draw his attention.
 “In here,” said my new-found father. He threw himself  on to his 
stomach and, sliding crabwise, vanished into the gutter.
 I was still undecided when I felt his fingers closing around my 
ankle in a powerful grip. That decided me. I went flat on my stom-
ach and slid in after him.
 I felt him crawl, and I followed. we had crawled for only a few 
yards when suddenly he wasn’t in front of  me anymore. If  he hadn’t 
grabbed me, I would have blundered head-first into a larger tunnel.
 Here it was blacker than the inside of  a devil’s horn. you 
couldn’t see your own hand in front of  you, but at least you could 
stand upright.
 “Follow me, and trail with your hand against the wall,” he said.
 I did. we travelled this way for about a mile, and then we 
stopped. He groped for my hand and led me up four steps. Up here, 
he was forced to stoop, while I still remained upright.
 That was how I first met the man who was responsible for my 
future life. It was a dog’s life, but nevertheless a life.
 I heard him going through his pockets, then I heard the rattle 
of  matches. He struck one. The flame nearly blinded me. He got a 
lamp from somewhere, and lit the wick.
 I gasped. I was looking at the cavern of  Ali Baba and the forty 
thieves. Only that was fiction and this was real.
 The walls were plastered with pictures of  Tom mix5 the cow-
boy. Strewn on the floor was what must have come fresh from a 
washing line. There were bed-sheets, pillow-cases, ladies’ bloomers, 
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men’s underwear—all were still damp. There was a wheelbarrow, a 
gramophone and records, a stale wedding-cake, a police helmet, a 
pressure stove, pots, a red battered money-box, a guitar with three 
strings and a horseshoe nailed to the entrance to keep away evil 
spirits.
 But above all the prizes, my eyes kept straying towards the 
gramophone. He must have noticed this, because he went straight 
to it and started playing some records.
 I looked around and saw that this part of  the tunnel was 
V-shaped. water couldn’t come through here because he had placed 
a thick slab of  cement to block the outlet that runs through to the 
main tunnel. One tunnel was then forced to share the water of  the 
other. what really helped a great deal was that we were about three 
feet above the major tunnel.
 After enjoying some of  the records, we had our breakfast. Then 
my father started schooling me on the numerous small tunnels that 
start in and around Sophiatown and end up here in the big one.
 I was taught when and how to take advantage of  them, which 
one to use, and which one to avoid, where they led to, and what to 
do in case of  rain. It was like a game of  snakes and ladders with the 
ladders crossed out. we didn’t need the ladders because they led up. 
All we needed was the snakes. The snakes swallowed us, and when 
we crawled out of  their bowels we found ourselves back in our un-
derground home with arms heavily laden with stolen goods. And no 
tail behind.
 I looked with awe at my father when he was through explaining. 
He was an unusually short man. Because of  this, it was difficult to 
determine his age. He could have been anything between twenty 
and forty.
 He told me that his real name was Ga-ga, but because of  his 
bandy legs people referred to him as Krommie, “Crooked” in Afri-
kaans. when I begged him for permission to refer to him as Ga-ga, 
which was his real name, meaning not to remind him of  his bandy 
legs, he refused. He told me that in the American comic strips ga-ga 
means mad; he wasn’t mad.
 The dent in his forehead was frightening to look at. It was so big 
that you could fit a tennis ball into it. He told me that it was caused 
by the hoof  of  a farmer’s horse. I started hating horses until this 
very day.
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 Krommie was bad through and through. He was more mischie-
vous than troublesome. He could without effort cause a highly reli-
gious person to use vile words. wherever he went he left grief  and 
chaos behind. I honestly don’t think that he could walk past a dry 
field of  grass without setting fire to it. His pocket money came from 
children sent to the shops by their parents. my teaming up with him 
did not improve my relationship with the young population of  So-
phiatown nor the main Road shop owners. There was a verbal prize 
hanging on our heads.
 Take Honest Charley, for instance, from the Chinaman shop 
next to the bioscope.6 He was named Honest Charley instead of  
Black market Charley. This Chinaman kept a big pocket watch in 
one of  his waistcoat pockets. The watch was attached to a chain.
 I must have made a note of  it unconsciously. One morning, after 
oversleeping and missing my usual bread supply on the road, I went 
into the shop to buy myself  a tickey’s7 worth of  bread. I was sud-
denly struck by a mischievous brainwave.
 “Charley,” I said, leaving out the Honest part of  his name, and 
holding out the bread in my hand, “will you please push this bread 
down the back of  my neck? I’m afraid the other boys will snatch it 
and run into the bioscope with it.” Charley grinned, showing a row 
of  golden teeth.
 while Charley was busy pushing the bread down the back of  
my neck, I lifted the watch.
 It was more through fate than anything else that I bumped into 
Ga-ga, my gutter father, as I was leaving the shop. Outside, I showed 
my father the watch. He whispered fiercely into my ear, then he 
dragged me back to the shop’s entrance. He called to Charley who 
was busy scaling sugar into sixpenny bags.
 when Honest Charley looked up, Ga-ga said, “Look, he’s got 
your watch.” Honest Charley dropped what he was doing and 
grabbed a meat cleaver. If  I had known that the watch meant so 
much to him, I wouldn’t have pinched it. maybe he had come all the 
way from Chinaland with it.
 I wanted to run for my life, but Ga-ga held me fast. The cleaver 
was being brandished with murderous intent. I tried to pull free 
from Ga-ga, but he held on. It was only when the cleaver was lifted 
for the fatal blow that Ga-ga let go. I ran down main Road as if  the 
Devil was after me. maybe he was, at that.
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 Then Ga-ga went into action. He darted into the empty shop, 
jumped over the counter, and emptied the till. . . .

I  WaS lying flat on my stomach, another morning, with my cheeks 
resting on the palms of  my dirty little hands. A gramophone record 
was playing.
 The voice in the record belonged to Jimmy Rodgers.8 He was 
singing a song called “waiting for the Train” with guitar accompani-
ment. The first time I heard that record, I took to it like a drunkard 
takes to drink.
 I must have been really dreaming. Of  what? Only my ancestors 
know. But what I do know is that I was dreaming, because Krommie 
had looked up from his comic strip and said:
 “I’m talking to you!”
 “what?” I asked.
 He pointed a fat jam-stained finger at the comic strip. “Do you 
think the Red Indians will catch him?”
 To shut him up I said, “yes, he doesn’t stand a chance.”
 my Daddy chuckled gleefully at the plight of  the pony express 
rider. As long as you agreed with him, nothing went wrong. I didn’t 
want anything to go wrong. Not while I was listening to that record.
 But something did. Good things don’t last. my father trampled 
on my favourite record by accident.
 A nightmare search for the record started. Every time I stole a 
record, it would turn out to be the wrong one. you see, I couldn’t 
read. If  I could, I would have saved myself  a lot of  trouble and the 
Jew a lot of  grief.
 It went on so long that I was beginning to think that the old Jew 
at the bicycle shop didn’t have that record.
 But my will was as obstinate as the cracks on my mud-caked 
feet. I was in and out of  that Jew’s shop as if  I owned it. At last I got 
the right record and six months in the reformatory.9 The youngest 
convict there.

When I came out, I was bitterly reprimanded by my father for steal-
ing records instead of  food.
 One morning I went out as usual for our daily bread. when 
I came back, the gramophone was missing. my father had sold it 
during my absence. He claimed that it was spoiling me.



9

Dugmore Boetie

 I felt as though my back was broken. my bowels wanted to 
work. I packed my guitar and left the tunnel for good to wander 
again in a world of  uncertainty.
 I didn’t wander long. I soon found myself  working for a circus,10 
washing elephants’ feet. Sometimes I wondered which feet needed 
to be washed most, mine or the elephants’. But seeing that I wasn’t 
getting paid to wash mine, I didn’t bother with them.
 I travelled with the circus to Cape Town where for the first time 
I saw the sea.
 In Cape Town I was mostly with a Coon Carnival11 group known 
as The Jesters. There was a guitar player that I greatly admired. 
He played almost like my Jimmy Rodgers. we were inseparable; I 
trailed behind him like a devoted young pup.
 He sent me everywhere. I went daily to town for him to pick up 
cigarette stubs and empty wine bottles. Eight empty wine bottles 
landed him a full one at the liquor store. In turn he taught me a few 
chords on the guitar.
 I was so busy running errands for my friend that the circus left 
without me. I didn’t care much. I was fed-up with the elephants’ 
feet and getting tips instead of  wages. I felt that if  I kept on washing 
elephants’ feet I’d never get around to washing my own.
 I liked Cape Town because sleeping accommodation was no 
problem. I just slept where I felt sleepy. In corridors. On stairs. Bal-
conies. Anywhere. I just lived, and lived, and lived.
 my life was so free that I was just beginning to be convinced that 
this nice town had no reformatory. Then they arrested me for trying 
to steal a bus conductor’s money bag.
 my knife was too blunt, otherwise I would have gotten away with 
it. I had his money bag, which was hanging from a leather strap, with 
my left hand, while my right was slashing at the leather strap which 
was buckled to the bag. The damn-fool knife wouldn’t cut the strap 
in one stroke. The white conductor tried to grab my knife hand. That 
made me forget the leather strap. Instead, I sank my knife through his 
hand. It’s funny, the knife wouldn’t cut the strap but it sank through 
his hand as if  it was made of  reformatory soap. That got me two years 
in Tokai, the Cape Town reformatory.12 The kind of  work they gave 
me in the reformatory got me out of  the reformatory. we were weav-
ing fishing-nets. my nimble fingers were so good at it that in a year 
they gave me a “hat” as promotion. I was now a monitor.
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 It was while I was a monitor that I learned about the fish train.13 
The fastest train on the track. It travels non-stop from Cape Town 
docks to Johannesburg, with one water break at Bloemfontein14 so 
that the fish it carries shouldn’t get rotten. The non-stop journey 
plus the chunks of  ice with which they line the coaches keep the fish 
still fresh all the way to Johannesburg.
 maybe the fishing net business was beginning to bore me. Or 
perhaps it was the fish train knowledge. I don’t know. All I know 
is that I found my hands manufacturing a rope ladder instead of  a 
fishing net, while the corner of  my right eye kept straying towards 
the prison walls. It’s a long time ago, but I can still hear the echoes 
of  police whistles in my ears whenever I recall what I now refer to as 
the Tokai Break. They behaved as if  I was forty instead of  eleven.

Seven days after my escape from Tokai, a policeman was saying:
  “Jump over his head and get to the other side, then work on the 
fingers of  his left hand while I work on the right.”
 A crowd of  onlookers had gathered on both sides of  the fish 
train. I was perched between two coaches. The white policeman on 
my right was grumbling and swearing as he struggled to release my 
frozen fingers from the wire cage of  the coach. He was hurting me. 
The other policeman on my left was more gentle.
 “Can’t we light a fire and melt the ice around the little devil’s 
fingers?”
 “No, he’ll get frostbite.”
 “I wonder how the devil the little bastard got himself  into such 
a mess.”
 He gave one quick unexpected pull and my right hand was jerked 
free. Blood dripped from my fingers and tears spurted from my eyes as 
I examined my bleeding hand. The nail on my little finger was missing.
 “Better do the same with that left hand, we can’t afford to waste 
any more time with this little brat.”
 “Hold on, I’m only left with the thumb.”
 Pulling the baton from his belt, he knocked it several times 
against the wire cage. The ice cracked and fell away, and my thumb 
was free.
 They hauled me off  the train. At first, my knees wouldn’t let me 
stand upright, but after the police gave them a good rub I was able 
to stand unaided.
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 “Pikannin!”15

 “yes, baas.”
 I looked up at the policeman with a dirty, tear-stained face.
 “what on earth were you doing on that train?”
 “I was trying to get loose, baas.”
 “yes, yes, I know. what I don’t know is how the hell you found 
yourself  hemmed in between two coaches and half-frozen to 
death?”
 “I was coming home, baas.”
 “Coming home from where?”
 “From Cape Town, baas.”
 “you mean,” spluttered the other policeman, “you travelled a 
thousand miles from Cape Town like that?”
 “I come from Cape Town with this train, baas.”
 “where do you stay, boy?”
 “Sophiatown, baas.”
 “what street, boy?”
 “Good Street, baas.”
 “what number?”
 “No number, baas.”
 “you mean there is no number at your house?”
 “No number, baas.”
 “why?”
 “Is not a house, is a bus garage, baas.”
 “you mean, you sleep in a bus depot?”16

 “yes, baas. On the back seat of  the last bus.”
 “The back seat of  the last bus, heh?”
 “yes, baas.”
 “This is a case for the social workers. . . .”
 “Not social workers, please, baas.”
 “why not social workers?”
 “Long time ago, they say I’m a headsore.”
 “A what?”
 “A head sore, baas.”
 “you mean a headache?”
 “yes, baas.”
 “How old are you?”
 “Leben.”
 “Eleven!” they echoed in unison.
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 As I was led through the gaping crowd, I fished out a half  loaf  
of  stale bread from inside my shirt and started biting into it.
 I didn’t care what they were going to do with me as long as I was 
back home. Familiarity is the kingdom of  the lost.
 They locked me up17 and only released me when they felt that I 
was old enough to look after myself. I could, too, if  the police would 
only stop interfering.


