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Introduction

Bessie Head and The Lovers

Bessie Head was born, illegitimate of mixed-race parentage, in 1937 – in Pietermaritzburg in the then Natal province of the Union of South Africa. She was educated at an Anglican Mission orphanage in Durban, where she trained as a primary school teacher, obtaining the Natal Teachers’ Senior Certificate in 1955. From 1959 she was employed by The Golden City Post, the weekly newspaper edited by Cecil Eprile of the Drum management, where she first became noted as the columnist of the Home Post supplement. Resident in Cape Town from 1960, she worked on her first novel, The Cardinals (not published until 1993), and married Howard Head, briefly the editor of the South African non-racial review, Contact: there she contributed notices of work especially by figures who were formative for her.

In 1964, estranged from her husband and with their young son, she was obliged to leave her country of birth on an exit permit for Botswana, then known as the British Bechuanaland Protectorate, due to become independent two years later. There for the rest of her days she was based as a refugee, and then at last as a citizen (from 1979). Contributing variously to The New African, to The African Review, to The Classic and to Transition, as readers of the first half of this volume may note, she became more widely known owing to pieces in Britain’s New Statesman and The Listener. In the latter (on 30 November, 1972), she remarked: ‘Possibly, too, Southern Africa might one day become the home of the storyteller and dreamer, who did not hurt others but only introduced new dreams that filled the heart with wonder.’ Some of these contributions were brought together by her in a volume she assembled herself, The Collector of Treasures. This was published with the subtitle And Other Botswana Village Tales in 1977.

As a result of her exposure as a journalist and her short fiction activity, she was commissioned to produce her first novel, When Rain Clouds Gather (issued in 1968). The short novel, Maru, followed in 1971, with her full-scale A Question of Power in 1973 (the last being issued as a Penguin Modern Classic in 2002).

In 1979 she became a fellow of the University of Iowa’s International Writing Program, partly thanks to her prestigious contributions to The London Magazine and to various US anthology outlets. From there she wrote to a friend that she was ‘bashing out a collection of historical short stories. . . They are not flamboyant me taking off in full flight, but restrained, disciplined work.’ Some of this material would go into her documentary record, Serorwe, Village of the Rain Wind (1981). Like the above titles, this has been included in the Heinemann African Writers Series. After Iowa, she was able to travel to several conferences and literary events – in Calabar, Nigeria; in Holland; Denmark; West Germany; and in Adelaide, Australia. The last work of hers to be published under her own supervision was the historical saga, A Bewitched Crossroads (1984).

After her death in Serowe in 1986, two further collections of her briefer pieces were assembled: a selection of her autobiographical writings, edited by Craig MacKenzie (published as A Woman Alone in 1990, and recently reissued), together with Tales of Tenderness and Power. The latter was edited from the remainder by her scrupulous biographer, Gillian Stead Eilerson, whose Bessie Head: Thunder Behind her Ears, was first to appear in 1995. Twenty years on, the present gathering of Head’s short stories is intended as a re-edit replacing Tales of Tenderness and Power – now without overlap with the former (or with The Collector of Treasures), but also taking the opportunity to include several items which have come to light in the interim, as the ‘Notes on Sources’ makes evident. Her place as a writer of short fictional pieces has since become assured in anthologies ranging from Chinua Achebe and C. L. Innes’s African Short Stories (1985) to Hermione Lee’s The Secret Self: A Century of Short Stories by Women of 1995, and so forth.

In 2003 she was posthumously to receive the Order of Ikhamanga (Gold) from the State President of South Africa, for her ‘exceptional contribution to literature and the struggle for social change, freedom and peace’. The Bessie Head Papers are currently kept in the Khama III Memorial Museum in Serowe, where at the 2008 Bessiefest held there a piece called Snapshots, based on some of her short stories, was presented. Well noted then was that in Johannesburg the local The Sunday Times had in 2001 launched their annual fellowship awards for aspirant writers of non-fiction in her name, and also that in 2006 the former Natal Society Library in her city of birth had been renamed after her in her honour. Also, in 2006, her house in Serowe, called ‘Rain Clouds’, was declared a protected cultural site.

Stephen Gray


Foreword: Why Do I Write?

I write because I have authority from life to do so. The areas in which I have this authority are clearly outlined for me and I do not trespass into terrain unsuited to me. Life never asked me to be a politician; it has conferred that authority on other men and women. Life asked me to be a writer of a certain kind. I examined everything when I was very young and, while being well aware of the suffering of black people in Southern Africa, I knew I could not cope with the liberatory struggle – a world of hot, bickering hate, jealousy, betrayal and murder. I have such a delicate nervous balance that, when faced with danger or secret activity, I tremble violently. The spies of the Boers would have long found me out and sent me the parcel bomb. Early in my writing career I made it known that politics was not my concern. But I carry this around with me like a sin. To be South African born you have to be a politician, you have to be a liberator. You cannot stand aloof and not comment on the horror, the horror.

The international community is so obsessed with South Africa that I have often faced hostile audiences who have exclaimed impatiently: ‘Why were you invited? You are not a politically committed writer. Why don’t you go and liberate the people of South Africa?’

The anguish this arouses! The country offered me nothing as a creative artist. It was a desolation of fictional greed and puerile racial prejudice. I could not write about the country and the people. I could not lever any magic and charm out of the situation. After twenty-seven years I was happy to leave it. My books have all been set in Serowe, Botswana, where I have lived for twenty years, and those who know my books, know that they are full of magic and wonder.

I know that the static death theme of white minority domination is not the total story of South Africa. That death that hangs over the land seems in each generation to have called forth towering political leaders who have left their impress on the society and the world. No other country in the world has a record of having produced so many thinkers and leaders of towering grandeur. The political activity in the country has been rich and creative. Once it was the socialist revolution and it helped at that time to raise the basic wage of mine workers and labourers from a shilling a day to £1 a day. Once it was the African National Congress, the Indian Congress and Mahatma Gandhi’s passive resistance. For my generation it was Robert Sobukwe and Pan-Africanism. For younger generations it was Steve Biko and Black Consciousness. Beneath that death there is life, even though the truly great people of the land have never wielded political power. Thus I can afford not to be a politician or liberator. There are so many politicians and liberators that I would pay homage to.

I ought to mention another hostile audience to whom I am a leper, too: the black student of Africa. I have taken a few classes and seen those aggrieved faces: ‘When we read Achebe, Ngugi and Armah, we find things there we can identify with, but with you we are disorientated and flung into western civilisation.’

I admit that my reading background and influences are international, but I would worry if limitations could be placed on the African and that only certain kinds of writers could properly represent the African personality. All my characters are black, but I reserve for them the charm of being unpredictable and highly original. I would dread to be faced with a dark dungeon called the ‘proper’ and recognisable African and that this should be that standard character one would find in an African novel. There is the urge towards a kind of closed door nationalism in independent Africa, an urge to reject the colonial experience. But this is not possible. The African personality has been enlarged and changed by the colonial experience. I am not bad on western civilisation. I simply have a door that stands open and characters that startle and enchant my readers.

All who know me know that in everyday waking reality I am an absolutely solitary person. Friends walk through my life, talk, smile and shake hands, but no one is near me. This is not true of my dream world at night. My dream world is crowded with thousands and thousands of people. It is not fancy or pretty-pretty but a practical, busy world where people are planning for the future and make known to me their preferences. My books are rooted in this source and all commentary and communication from this source has been carefully recorded in all my books. Together with people I have built up a kind of people religion that is rooted in the African soil. My world opposes the world of politicians. They plan for and dictate to people. In my world people plan for themselves and dictate their requirements to me. It is a world full of love, tenderness, happiness and laughter. From it I have developed a love and reverence for people. I foresee a day when I will steal the title of God, the unseen Being in the sky, and offer it to mankind. From then onwards, people, as they pass each other in the street each day, will turn to each other and say: ‘Good morning, God.’ War will end. Human suffering will end.

I am building a stairway to the stars. I have the authority to take the whole of mankind up there with me. That is why I write.

Bessie Head
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