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1.

Both of my
parents now lay buried in the Boksburg Cemetery. Their funeral
services were perfunctory affairs. After their respective burials,
we went back to my parent’s home in Witfield. Kamilla and Alžběta’s
mothers organized the tea. I bought the cakes and biscuits. On both
occasions, we sat in the lounge, sipping tea while we talked about
the good old days in Boksburg, and how things have changed for the
worse. We shedded tears. On both occasions, Kamilla and Alžběta
fussed over me. They hugged me, they wept, and they sat on each
side of me on the sofa tightly holding my hands. Both reminded me
that I was like a brother to them. I was the brother they never
had. I dutifully responded that they had been like sisters to me.
They confessed that my dad and mother had been like their own uncle
and aunt. There was no denying it; the bonds between us were indeed
deep and meaningful.

2.

There is a lot
more that could be said about the funerals of my parents. The same
Methodist minister, who I had contacted, had conducted each funeral
service at the funeral parlour, and officiated over their burials.
They were buried in the same grave plot, their names, dates of
birth and death, engraved on the same tombstone.

3.

Each time, I
explained to the minister that they were not religious nor
observant, but that they were good people who always believed in
doing what was right. Each time he obliged. He said that they both
deserved a proper burial irrespective of their religious standing.
He also said that with God it did not matter whether they were
religious or not. God was not that petty. Anyway, how could it
possibly matter to God whether they were religious or not? This is
what the minister said. He was really a fine man, an educated man,
a philosopher, and a theologian. The congregation of mourners on
both occasions was small. They were the next-door neighbours,
Kamilla and her parents, Alžběta and her parents, the Portuguese
green grocer, the Greek café owner, the Indian woman who was the
co-owner of a dry goods store in Cason Road, and the Coloured
cashier from the local Spar. They were the people who had known my
mom and dad for years. The same motley assembly of individuals who
came to bid my mother farewell also showed up at my father’s
funeral. After the burials, they all came over to our home in
Witfield. In the lounge, after the burials, I tearfully rendered
the eulogies for my mom and dad, respectively. I spoke at length,
more than 15 minutes, about their lives, piecing together a
narrative that bore testimony to the lives they had lived. As far
as I knew, I was their only living relative. Each of the mourners
also felt the need to render their eulogies. On both occasions, I
organized eats and liquid refreshments. However, for my dad’s
funeral, I organized liquor, wine, beer, and spirits. On both
occasions, the Methodist minister accepted the invitation to my
parent’s home in Witfield after the burial. At my dad’s funeral, he
addressed me as Dr Swift, which felt somewhat strange. Never before
had a drop of liquor been drunk in my parent’s home. Everyone,
barring me, became pleasantly tipsy and happily tearful, including
the Methodist minister, as we commemorated the lives of my parents,
and spoke at length about the past that we had all shared in the
suburb of Witfield in Boksburg. Like Kamilla and Alžběta, I, too
would soon be leaving Witfield and Boksburg for good.

4.

Both times,
following the passing away of my parents, in solitude, I privately
endured all the stages of loss, grief, and bereavement: 1. Denial
and isolation; 2. Anger; 3. Bargaining; 4. Depression; 5.
Acceptance. In 1986, while I was doing my BSc Honours, my mother
was diagnosed with stage 4 breast cancer. She managed to hold on
until my graduation before she passed away. After the graduation
ceremony, we went to the Black Steer in Louis Botha Avenue, on the
edge of Yeoville to celebrate. She ate a chicken schnitzel. My dad
and I had spare ribs. I drank two draughts of keg beer. To repeat,
my parents were teetotallers. They sipped their orange juices
through straws. They sat close together, facing me across the
table. There was a poignant bitter sweetness to our celebration.
The music playing in the steakhouse at that moment was Marc Cohn’s
– ‘Walking in Memphis’. ‘…saw the ghost of Elvis…’ My mother
confessed that she was so proud of me, and that she loved me so
deeply, and that I was the most wonderful thing that had happened
in their lives, and that I had brought such meaning and great joy
to their lives. She went on and on, while my father listened in
silence with a mournful expression etched on his face. Joan
Armatrading – ‘Drop the Pilot’. ‘…I am the one you need…’ She died
a week later. On the car radio back home, ‘Judy Blue Eyes’ -
Crosby, Stills & Nash.

5.

The past has
gone forever, as my dad said shortly before he died. The new South
Africa was not his world. In his last days, he spoke about
Johannesburg as it used to be. He remembered so much, down to the
very details of the frontages, porticoes, facades, cornices,
columns, colonnades, gables, arches of buildings, like the old OK
Bazaars in Eloff Street, built in 1937, hugged between President
and Pritchard Streets. Round the corner in Pritchard Street was the
old Royalty Building, which was once also the home of a bio café.
He said: ‘It was in the early 1960s that I started dating your mom.
‘She’s in love with me and I feel fine’, that was a line from the
pop song ‘I feel fine,’ which was a hit at the time.’ I listened
attentively, and he continued: ‘In 1964 after we married it was the
time of the Beatles. At the OK Bazaars, in Eloff Street, they were
selling Beatle dolls. She always insisted that she was Spanish, but
she fell in love with the Beatles. She could speak and read Spanish
perfectly. After we got married, she wanted to get ‘Don Quixote’ by
Miguel de Cervantes in Spanish. I had to order the book, and she
read the entire book several times. I think she felt that she had
to prove to me that she was indeed Spanish, and not Portuguese or
Mozambican. Reading the book ‘Don Quixote’ by Cervantes made her
more Spanish. If there ever was a proud Spaniard, it was your mom.’
As her son, I accepted that she was Spanish. I never doubted once
that she was not Spanish. To me, my mother being Spanish, somehow
also made me Spanish. I am proud to say, without any shadow of a
doubt, that she was indeed truly Spanish, even if she was of
Mozambican origin. My dad mentioned that she took an unusual
interest in Dimitri Tsafendas after he had stabbed Verwoerd to
death. He felt that it was because he was a fellow Mozambican. He
was a Greek of sorts. She was so glad when Verwoerd was stabbed to
death and said that Dimitri Tsafendas had done the world a great
favour. She could not speak or understand a word of Afrikaans, and
she never learnt the language. My father often said: ‘Your mom was
a very intelligent and beautiful woman. In another world and
another time, she could have risen to such great heights that I
cannot even imagine.’ I asked: ‘What about you, who are you?’ ‘Who
knows?’ he answered philosophically. ‘All I can say is that I am a
Swift, whatever that means in the world of names,’ he answered. ‘I
am proudly a Swift, I belong to that name,’ he affirmed with
unshakeable conviction. I felt the same conviction, being a Swift
felt profound to me. My mother also took the name ‘Swift’ with
pride. We were the Swift family.

6.

My mother was
Spanish, I will never deny this. Maria Swift (nee Sánchez), no
Maria Sánchez! My mother! I salute her. I salute my ancestors,
those intrepid Sánchez settlers. According to Wikipedia the name,
Sánchez is more than 1700 years old. To quote from Wikipedia: ‘The
ancestors of individuals with the surname Sánchez may include those
who invaded and/or settled in Spain during its long history. Such
as the Celts, Vikings, Phoenicians, Iberians, Romans, Visigoths,
Mohammedans, and Sephardic Jews. In addition, those who bore the
name of Sánchez and who migrated to the New World have in turn
bequeathed that name to many Native Americans, Africans, or those
of other ancestries. In my heart, I knew that I also belonged to
the Sánchez lineage. To repeat, in the back of my mind, I was also
Spanish. The first words I understood and spoke as an infant were
Spanish. When my mother nursed me, she spoke Spanish to me. Spanish
was the language that my infant ears first heard when I suckled my
mother’s breast.

7.

As an only
child, I grew up in Witfield, a white middle-class suburb in
Boksburg. After completing my primary school education at Martin
School, in Boksburg North, my secular, churchless, and
religionless, but gentle and kindly parents, who had married late
in life, had become sufficiently well off to send me to Damelin
College, which in those days was located in a building called the
Damelin Centre, on the corner Hoek Street and Plein Street, in the
Jo’burg CBD, close to Park Station. My father worked nearby as a
draughtsman for the Anglo-American Corporation at 44 Main Street,
and we travelled together in the mornings by train to Park Station
from Boksburg Station. Most afternoons, after school, I travelled
back alone to Boksburg, where my mother would fetch me from the
station. We did not have a maid, so my mom did all the washing,
cooking, and housework. I grew up in a clean, well-ordered, and
loving home, wanting for nothing, enjoying a carefree and
untroubled childhood, with my nose mostly stuck in comics or books.
My teenage years were much the same. During my high school years at
Damelin College, I mixed mainly with kids who were from the
outlying northern and eastern suburbs of Johannesburg (Jo’burg). As
a result, I gradually morphed into a Jo’burg boy. Jo’burg had
become transfused into my blood. My parents, who were teetotallers,
and also bookworms, lived cautious, dutiful, and law-abiding lives.
Every December during the Christmas Holidays, we went on our annual
two-week caravan holiday to the South Coast, camping at the same
Amanzimtoti caravan park under the same giant mango tree behind the
same bushy dunes teeming with vervet monkeys, boomslangs, and green
mambas.

8.

I grew up to be like my parents: dutiful, cautious, and
always conforming to the rules. They were the most important people
in my life. I had never done anything rebellious or went against
their wishes or advice, but a tragic event, the death of Dr Neil
Aggett in 1982, changed all that. At the time, I was in standard
10. Dr Neil Aggett’s death in detention did not escape my
attention. How could it? The day after his death, his photograph,
an iconic portrait of an intense-looking young man with long dark
hair and beard, a medical doctor and trade unionist, was boldly
emblazoned on the front page of the Star Newspaper that my dad had
brought home. My mom said his photograph reminded her of Che
Guevara. Who was Che Guevara I asked? My dad explained that Che
Guevara and Fidel Castro were the leaders of the revolution that
overthrew the Batista regime in Cuba, and Che Guevara was
eventually murdered by the CIA in Bolivia. It eventually transpired
that the security police had murdered Neil Aggett after he had been
detained at John Vorster Square. I read the article and followed
all the subsequent newspaper reports. When it was announced in the
newspaper that his funeral service was scheduled for 11.30 am on
Saturday the 13th
of February at the Anglican Cathedral, Church of
St Mary the Virgin, on the corner of De Villiers and Hoek Street in
Johannesburg, I informed my parents that I wished to attend his
funeral. This was something that came out of the blue for them.
They gaped at me in complete astonishment. Typical of my dad, his
cautious response was: ‘I don’t think that is advisable.’ My mother
chirped in: ‘Your father is right, I agree with him, I don’t think
it is advisable.’ I stunned them when I firmly informed them that I
was indeed going and that there was nothing that they could do to
stop me. Not another word was said on the matter. My parents were
timid and gentle people, they were incapable of harming anyone
intentionally. I was their most precious gem. That Saturday
morning, I got up early, showered, shaved, polished my black school
shoes, put on a white school shirt, got dressed in the tie and suit
that had been bought for special occasions like weddings. I said
goodbye to my parents before walking off to Boksburg Station from
Witfield. I was not angry with them, I felt bad, I also felt sorry
for them, I did not want to hurt them, but this was something I had
to do. And strangely enough, they realized that and they had the
wisdom not to stop me or threaten me. It was to their credit
because it deepened my love for them. Nothing could have prepared
me for what I was about to experience in the Cathedral. Inside,
there was only a very small minority of white faces, excluding Neil
Aggett’s parents and family. The majority of mourners were black. I
sat pressed between black mourners in the middle of a pew in the
middle of the cavernous Cathedral that was crowded to overflowing.
And the dancing in the aisles, and the singing, and the waving of
raised fists, transported me into another realm, into a world I
could never have imagined existing as a white schoolboy. And I wept
freely with no shame during the service. After the church service,
I marched shoulder to shoulder with the 15 000 strong singing
mourners behind the ANC flag-draped coffin, which was carried all
the way from the Cathedral, on the shoulders of many volunteers to
his final resting place at Westpark Cemetery. And I sobbed my heart
out at the graveside when the crowds solemnly and with great
dignity sang Nkosi Sikelel'
iAfrika. I was overwhelmed by the ethos
and the pathos of the occasion. After Neil Aggett had been laid to
rest, I trudged back to Park Station, emotionally drained, in the
company of a more subdued army of mourners. On the way back, they
treated me as a comrade, and many shook my hand in the African
manner, and they asked no questions as we made our weary way back
to Park Station, all of us physically exhausted and footsore. At
the railway station, I entered the station concourse building
through the entrance that was reserved for whites only, and they
continued down the street round the block to the hidden non-white
entrance. It was late in the afternoon, and twilight was
approaching rapidly when I entered the silent and empty vastness of
the Park Station concourse, making my way down the stairs onto the
dimly lit platform.

9.

On the platform
stood two teenage girls, they had their ice skating boots hanging
round their necks. I recognized them. We had been in the same
primary school class from grade 1 to standard 5. They had spent the
day ice-skating at the Carlton Centre. They were Kamilla Galambos,
who had a dark-toned Indo-Aryan-Romani complexion, long raven black
hair, big brown eyes, slutty and strikingly beautiful, whose
parents had arrived in South Africa from Hungary in 1956. Her
friend was Alžběta Hasek, who had long platinum blond hair, blue
eyes, wanton and pretty, whose parents had arrived in South Africa
from Czechoslovakia in 1968, and they both stayed in Witfield in
the same street, in the street of my parent’s home, where I too
lived. During our primary schools years, we had been close friends,
the pair of them had spent many school holidays and weekends at my
home. In the winter July holidays, we often spent the whole day in
our lounge reading comics and playing board games. I had boxes of
comics that my dad had collected. It was an eccentric hobby of his.
During the summer on Saturdays or Sundays, we often walked together
to the ERPM swimming pool, spending carefree sun-drenched summer
days under cloudless cobalt vaulted skies, swimming together and
lying on the warm concrete slabs in our wet costumes, deeply
engaged in the conversational world of adolescence kids.
Eurythmics: Love is a stranger. I had been in love with Kamilla
from I don’t know when. After exchanging greetings, Kamilla asked:
‘Whats up with the suit?’ I told them that I had been to Neil
Aggett’s funeral and that I had marched in a long winding phalanx
of black mourners. I told them how I was swept along, as if I was
being carried away in the current of a mighty river, with thousands
of black mourners, who were chanting, singing, holding placards and
flags, and were waving a sea of clenched fists in the air. I told
them about the tumultuous sound of countless heavy footsteps
tramping in unison on the hard tar road all the way to Westpark
Cemetery and back to Park Station. They both stared at me, eyebrows
raised, eyes enlarged for increased dramatic effect, mouths gaping
in exaggerated amazement. ‘What the fuck! Who is Neil Aggett?’
Kamilla exclaimed. I took out a copy of the funeral service
programme from my jacket pocket. I unfolded it and showed it to
them. Their brows furrowed, their expressions one of confused
perplexity, they, in turn, examined the programme before giving it
back to me. It turned out that it would be too long a story in
trying to explain everything to them while on the train journey
back to Boksburg. To them, my attendance at the funeral did not
make any sense. It was dark when we walked back from Boksburg
Station to Witfield. I gallantly offered to carry their ice skating
boots. They both lit up cigarettes. I declined when they offered me
a cigarette. We walked along Comet Road in the dark, beneath the
spreading canopies of massive ancient oak trees that bordered the
road, loaded with the late summer bounty of acorns. The road,
bathed in the diffuse yellowish glow of street-lamps, guided our
journey through the infamous suicide bend, a sharp right-angled
anti-clockwise or leftwards bend (direction northwards on the
compass), wrapping itself round the sprawling EPRM workshops, giant
corrugated clad hulks, which lay hidden behind a high corrugated
iron fence. Coming out of the bend the road straightened for a
short stretch before gently swooping rightwards (general direction
still northwards) making a generous and curvaceous swing past the
mine admin buildings on the left, and the recreation hall, gold
assay labs, and the single men’s quarters on the right. The famous
but dangerous S bend ended at the robot intersection with the more
famous Main Reef Road.

10.

I need to
mention that wedged between the various mine buildings, mine dumps,
and headgears, were the characteristic West, Central, and East Rand
suburban enclaves consisting of tight rows of semi-detached
corrugated iron mine houses with their small backyards, tiny front
gardens, and wire gauzed verandas and entrance porches. They housed
the white working class, the carpenters, electricians, fitters and
turners, plumbers, welders, assorted mechanics, shift bosses, and
skippers, who worked on the mines of the Witwatersrand. Yellow mine
dumps, whitish slime dams, and towering steel headgears straddling
the vertical mine shafts of Angelo, Cason, Hercules, and Cinderella
were familiar features of the Boksburg residential urbanscape. Mine
cages were used to convey miners up and down the vertical
mineshafts. Ore was transported up the vertical shaft using skips.
Skippers operated the overhead winches for the lifting and lowering
of cages and skips.

11.

I must also
mention that I travelled daily from our home in Witfield to
Boksburg Station along this route while I was at Damelin High
School and during my undergraduate years at the University of the
Witwatersrand. Crossing at the robot intersection, we continued
along with the oak-lined road, which cut the ERPM golf course into
two halves. On our left, shadowed in darkness was the ERPM swimming
pool situated on the corner of Main Reef and Comet Road. If one
turned left into Main Reef Road, it would take you past the Angelo
Mine and the old Angelo Hotel on its way to Germiston and
Johannesburg. For the three of us, this last leg of our night
journey was also a journey down memory lane as Kamilla reminded us.
It was along this road that we had once frequently walked to the
ERPM swimming pool before the parting of our ways at the end of
primary school and the beginning of high school. They went to
Boksburg High and I ended up going to Damelin College in
Johannesburg. The last time we were together as a threesome was in
1977 which was five years ago. We were twelve years old then and in
standard five. At that time, all three of us were crossing that
psychosexual threshold of metamorphosis, which had been
orchestrated by surging floods of sex hormones coursing through our
bodies. I began to experience intense and pleasurable rushes of
erotic arousal due to the action of overactive glands and raging
ganglia that were often triggered by the bodily closeness of
Kamilla. On one memorial occasion, we were sitting close together
on the sofa in our lounge. Alžběta was lying on the carpet on her
stomach, her elbows supporting her hands and wrists on which her
head was propped while she read a comic. Kamilla and I were sharing
a classical comic, The Iliad, it was lying open on my lap and her
thigh was pressed against mine. I was fully erect and felt
pleasurably overwhelmed by the physical closeness of her body. Of
course, she had no idea what effect she was having on me. In the
change rooms before and after swimming at school, pubic hair was
ubiquitous and dangling flaccid penises were expanding to full
measure, and it was a time when boys speculated about the
phenomenon of sex. I had been circumcised as an infant and it
seemed that more than fifty percent of the boys in our standard
five class had also been circumcised. The three of us all lived in
Edward Street across the road from Witfield Lake or Dam. It was a
beautiful warm night, bats were flittering about, the frogs were
croaking and the crickets were chirping. We spoke for a while about
old times while standing under a lamppost in the street, moths and
beetles swarmed under the light. It felt like I had made a
promising re-connection with Kamilla that could develop into
something romantic.

12.

It was after
eight o’clock when I arrived back home. Dad and mom were waiting
anxiously for me in the lounge. They had watched the 8.00 pm news
and were now fully appraised regarding the funeral. My mom hugged
me, made me sit down at the dining room table, fetched my food from
the warming draw, and generally made a huge fuss. My parents had
shown grace towards me, and profound faith in me, when they did not
stop me from going to the funeral. They were old. My mother was
forty-something when she gave birth to me. They could sense that I
had been through a life-changing experience. It must have been
written on my face and evident in my deportment. Sitting by the
dining table, facing me while I ate, they listened in sombre
silence without interrupting me as I told them everything in
dramatic detail, from the beginning to the end. I tried to explain
what it felt like being there, searching for words that would
capture the atmosphere and the mood, inside the cathedral, and
during the march, and at the graveside. Of course, I had been
deeply touched in the depths of my soul. Neil Aggett was now my
hero. I told them about solidarity – it was a new word that I had
learnt. I told them that the blacks had accepted me and that I did
not feel the least bit uncomfortable for one single moment. I told
them about the blatant waving of illegal flags and the brazen
unfurling of long banners celebrating the banned ANC and the South
African Communist Party. I must have spoken for an hour, at the end
of which I was completely exhausted, my legs felt like lead from
all the walking, after a hot bath I climbed into bed and fell
immediately into a deep sleep and Kamilla filled my dreams.

13.

That Sunday, the whole day, Kamilla was on my mind. By the
end of the week, I had fallen in love with her. After another two
lovesick weeks, I built up enough courage to phone Kamilla when my
dad was still at work and my mom had driven off somewhere. In a
manner of speaking the ship had already sailed, she was going out
with some other guy. Anyway, my love for Kamilla did not wane.
Months passed by, and then in early September, out of the blue, she
phoned me. I did not know it, but she was on the rebound after
having broken up with her boyfriend. She became my first
girlfriend, a relationship that lasted until the New Year. Those
months were filled with bouts of heavy petting on Friday nights and
weekends in her parents’ lounge or at some party in Boksburg,
usually held in the garage. Then there was the night of the Matric
Ball, held at the Boksburg Town Hall. After the function, we went
to an all-night pool party at someone’s home in Parkdene. We all
donned our bathing costumes and gathered around the pool in the
backyard. The pool light was on, a braaivleis was underway, and
music was playing. There was a huge galvanized steel tub packed
with ice and beers and cold drinks. Bottles of champagne arranged
in rows on a nearby table packed with long-stemmed plastic
champagne glasses. The HiFi stereo sound system connected to an
electrical extension cable began to pump out the music of the
rapidly fading 1970s disco era. The year was 1982, and the sounds
of the discotheque were going to be the vibe for the party. Because
of my murmuring heart, I would be starting university in the new
year, whereas the overwhelming majority of the virile lads with
their strong hearts, gathered round the pool in their bathing
trunks, slugging back beer, would be doing their two-year military
service, vir fokken volk en land
(for fucken folk and land). Kamilla having
swopped her ball gown for a bathing suit in one of the bedrooms
emerged through the kitchen door into the pool patioed backyard
wearing a black bikini under her T-shirt. Towel hanging round my
neck I was already in my Speedo standing at the edge of the
translucent neon-blue lit pool on the far side away from the
milling boisterous crowd. Corks flew into the air from cracking
bottles of champagne, beer cans popped with an explosive phzzz, and
Kamilla joining me asked: ‘Should we swim?’ And the voice of Donna
Summer’s ‘I Feel Love’ began to caress the warm velvet night. We
swam intertwining our bodies, arms, and legs like copulating
porpoises. Later that night, me still sober (one can of beer),
Kamilla slightly inebriated (two glasses of champagne), we snuck
away to the privacy of a gazebo covered in vines, hidden away in a
bushy corner of the front garden. Our mouths and tongues
feasting voraciously, my hand caressing her vulva with curious
fingers, first the index, and then both digits, index and middle
finger, slipped into Kamilla’s moist and very hot vagina. After a
sudden deep-throated intake and release of hot champagne-flavoured
breath, she began moaning softly. Her warm cheek pressed against
mine, she whispered: ‘You can fuck me if you have FLs.’ I did not
have any FLs and I never again had the opportunity to fuck Kamilla,
before she went back to her old boyfriend. Dear reader in my erotic fantasies for the rest of my life I
have revisited that night, time and time again, and I have fucked
Kamilla in my imagination a million times without ever reaching the
level of satiation I could have achieved on that night of wild
love. I have lived with a lifelong regret of not having fucked
Kamilla. To me, she was the hottest woman on earth. I would never
know what it would have felt like to fuck her. I had learnt a
profound lesson, from that day onwards, whenever I was with a girl,
I was always armed with a condom in my pocket. One never knows when
it would be needed.

14.

During the year of my matric, Neil Aggett’s funeral had
opened up the doors of my own political enlightenment especially
with regard to my parents. Stuff that I would never have otherwise
known about them became disclosed. It was during that year that my
dad said that neither he nor my mother had ever supported or
believed in apartheid. In fact, they were both adamantly opposed to
apartheid and the Nationalist Party government. On learning about
their political views, I saw them in a new and positive light, and
because of this, I developed a new deeper respect and love for my
parents. They were definitely not like the parents of my school
friends. This also explained why they were not outgoing or sociable
and their reluctance to socialize in general with neighbours or the
broader white community in which they happened to be embedded
because of the force of circumstances. Furthermore, my dad
admitted that following his exposure to members of the Communist
Party of South Africa (CPSA) before the Second World War and during
the War, when serving with volunteers in the South African forces
in North Africa, amongst whom there were also members of the CPSP,
coming under their influence, he seriously considered joining the
CPSA, especially after the War had ended. During
the War, he became a member of the Springbok Legion
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